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Foreword 


This book is one of the maddest things I have ever done. Perhaps it 
would be seemlier to act as though nothing was the matter; to let the book 
stand as a normal example of its kind, and wait until two, five, ten years 
from now before I revealed the secret. Then again, it’s not a terribly well- 
kept secret. Well, alright. 


This book was written in a month. 


Granted, a handful of the entries within it had been gestating for a little 
longer, and the editing stretched into the month of December, but the fact 
remains that the bulk of what you are about to read was crafted within a 
single month. We at Arcbeatle Press were only just finishing up Sean 
Dillon’s tremendous Halloween anthology, Horrors of Arcbeatle, and some 
mad part of me ventured to ask if there were any plans for a Christmas or 
New Year’s book to follow it up. As it turned out, there weren’t — but it 
fell within my power to will one into existence, if I so wished. I hesitated 
for one fateful moment and volunteered. 


Standing, now, on the edge of the finish line, I can truthfully say that I 
didn’t regret it for a second. Oh, it’s been a trying journey, and not 
everything worked out!; but to Hell with it. Some people do NaNoWriMo; 
why shouldn’t I test my mettle with UnAnEdMo#!? Not that I did this for 
myself alone, not by far. One of the great ambitions behind Horrors of 
Arcbeatle was always that it would provide an outlet for new voices who 
hadn’t contributed to Arcbeatle Press’s output before, and through no one’s 
fault in particular, that lofty goal didn’t really pan out. Through diligent 
advertising on my part, the present volume has made some small headway 
in rectifying that, bringing to the fore multiple first-time writers — and a 
handful of talents rescued at last from the clutches of certain big bad 
villains. 


What, then, are you holding in your hands, other than a lot of hopes and 
a dash of madness? Tricky. This book is ‘not quite’ many things. 


In the first place, it’s ‘not quite’ a Christmas book. Really, it isn’t. It 
was always presented to would-be contributors as the 2023 Arcbeatle Press 
Winter Anthology, and I welcomed pitches relating not just to Christmas, 
but also to the New Year, Hanukkah, a general Wintery theme, you name it. 
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I like Christmas well enough for someone who’s never been a Christian, 
but, dammit, Santa Claus doesn’t have a monopoly on snow. In the end a 
majority of pitches did end up going back to the Christmas thing which 
probably says something mumble mumble fabric of society mumble 
mumble pervasive systemic mumble mumble; to the point that I was 
tempted to reprint my old Cupid Fact File which described the ‘Father 
Christmas’ entity as a highly contagious conceptual parasite infecting the 
Multiverse. (A seasonal virus, natch.) Know that only a desire to have this 
book consist exclusively of original material stayed my hand; the piece in 
question may be found online on the Crew of the Copper-Colored Cupids 
website, if desired. 


It’s also ‘not quite’ the first book in the Coloth series. Certainly it is the 
first standalone release under the aegis of the Cactus Boy himself — how’d 
you like that cover? — but it’s not the first released entry in the series (that 
was my own The Cactus and the Corpse in the aforementioned Horrors of 
Arcbeatle — do give it a chance). Furthermore, it’s certainly not the actual 
introductory... novella... thingummie at which the inimitable Nate Bumber 
and Tyche McPhee Letts have been chipping away for some years. Oh, that 
will still be happening, a Frenchman’s word upon it. And I confess that 
Coloth, Maritsa, Callum and Rich appear in a much lesser fraction of the 
book than one might hope, although that fraction is structurally pivotal. 


Nor is it ‘quite’ a Faction Paradox book, despite my interest in, and 
current association with, that most peculiar of science-fantasy projects. Oh, 
the title might call to mind The Book of the War, The Book of the Enemy 
and The Book of the Peace, and fair’s fair, characters from all three make 
appearances in the book; but there were Books of the Dead and Books of the 
Law long before Lawrence Miles, besides which if there’s a Milesian 
reference point, it’s as much The Book of the World as anything else. We are 
not Obverse Books, and although much of the material in this book relates 
to the Third Universe — what the Broadly Benevolent Competition has 
taken to calling ‘the Whoniverse’ — you will find nothing in here about the 
War in Heaven, for sound legal reasons. You might, of course, learn a thing 
or two about the Great Cosmic War, but that’s a rather different animal in 
all but the most superficial, literal-minded respects. Two of the stories in 
this book admittedly started out as Faction Paradox pitches, a long time 
ago, but they have since been vigorously reconceptualised. 
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Besides, this is not even ‘quite’ a book about the Third Universe. No, 
really. (Again.) The trouble with writing about multiverses and infinite 
metafictional libraries is that everything, at some level of abstraction, 
becomes canonical to everything else; which some would argue is 
artistically stifling, or existentially terrifying, or possibly both. I came out 
on the other side of that crisis of faith years ago, as all who know me might 
surmise, and the incorrigibly self-referential, interconnected mess you have 
before you is the unrepentant result. As with the Christmas business, it 
transpires that when you tell a crowd of Faction Paradox fans and adjacent 
that they can choose to set their story in the Third Universe or not in the 
Third Universe, most of them choose the former. I know, what a twist. Still, 
whatever interdimensional connections might be sketched herein, it must be 
remembered that the likes of Starlight Endeavours, The Crew of the 
Copper-Colored Cupids or The Nine-Two Five Universe are no Doctor Who 
spin-offs — to say nothing of Arcbeatle’s own, justly-beloved flagship line, 
10,000 Dawns. 


I would say that this is ‘not quite’ a 10,000 Dawns if this weren’t a 
resounding understatement; there’s barely any 10,000 Dawns in here at all, 
and I’m not at all sure how it happened, save insofar as the irreplaceable 
James Wylder proved sadly unavailable to contribute an original tale. Sorry! 
I am assured that there are great things in store in the near future from the 
worlds of Graelyn Scythes, Lady Aesc, and company. For the DWU- 
inclined but 10kD-curious, it is never a bad time to go back and read White 
Canvas, Arcbeatle’s 2018 Christmas effort, which masterfully crossed over 
elements of Faction Paradox with the vibrant world of the Dawns; and as 
its fifth anniversary, the present time might be considered an especially 
auspicious occasion. 


All of which is not to say that I have any kind of qualms about this 
book’s status as — 80% — a part of the unofficially-expanded Doctor Who 
universe; I think that’s quite a lovely thing to be, particularly in this age of 
faustian Dibbsy deals. Ours is simply too wide a universe for any one 
vision, any one copyright, any one story to encompass; let the redoubtable 
televisual dragons have their anniversary pomp, and their returning actors, 
and their hollow claims of primacy — you’ll find me in the Library, playing 
with my looms, my skulls and my timeships. 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


Whom to dedicate this book to? Too many to name. James Wylder, who 
believed in me and got this whole thing started? My friends and family? 
The writers and assorted artists who made this book possible? The many 
creators who generously allowed parts of their intellectual property to be 
joyously remixed into what you see today, even if they did not contribute 
themselves? At the risk of seeming melancholy, I would also like to spare a 
thought for those who hoped to appear in this book, but had to drop out due 
to the tight deadline or the fickleness of muses; and beyond even them, to a 
say a word on the topic of absent friends — those whom I should have 
loved to ask, had not the tides of fate brought our acquaintanceships to early 
ends. Some are gone, perhaps, forever; others I hope to speak with again, 
someday, when the turn of the Earth next knocks us together like wayward 
billiard balls. The Internet is full of abandoned blogs and unfinished stories; 
a forest in winter. Perhaps, someday... Perhaps... 


But where was I? Oh yes! Winter! Christmas! Entertainment! There is 
yet more to say, but I hope the stories will say it for me; we’ve put a lot of 
work into them. Oh, and don’t be intimidated by the ‘Previously On...’ 
prologue story — it’s there for those who don’t want to jump in blind, but if 
you’re joining us for the first time and you don’t want to be spoiled, or if 
you’re simply staring at all those unfamiliar names and wondering what you 
missed, don’t worry. You’re in safe hands; newcomers welcome and 
celebrated. Now go! Read, write, and be merry, for tomorrow, 2023 dies. 


— Aristide Twain, December 2023 
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PREVIOUSLY ON... THE MULTIVERSE 
By Aristide Twain, Peter Guy, Lena Mactire and James Wylder 


Now, where were we? 


COLOTH was once a furry, forest-dwelling creature from a little- 
known planet in the Amazolian System, in the dimension known as the 
Third Universe. Killed by mistake during his coming-of-age ceremony, he 
has since been resurrected by the mysterious Bookkeepers in their infinite 
Library outside of the Universe — in a holographic body which strongly 
resembles a humanoid cactus. Protocol called for his obliteration after a 
brief historical interview, but teenaged Novices Callum and Maritsa 
rescued and befriended him. After half a year spent as outlaws running for 
their lives across the Library, they have now reached an uneasy truce with 
the Master Librarians: along with Rich, a dimension-travelling 
Birdhemoth who was kept stabled in the Library for centuries, they are to 
act as ambassadors to the outside Universe... 


Long ago, that same Third Universe was ruled by the Archons of the 
Morning Star, a race of archangelic Time Elementals. Then they went to 
war. Already their life of ordered calm had been disturbed by the 
appearance of free-spirited renegades — from heroic outlaws like the 
CORSAIR QUEEN to hypnotic war gods haunting the dark corners of 
human history — but now a Cosmic Revolution pitted these distant gods of 
order and reason against a coalition of everything they despised: fantasy, 
disorder, the strange and the horrific. Between the titans stood the Fallen 
House and its wayward children, adopted from a myriad collapsing 
timelines — among them the mysterious Tirion. 

After millions of years of warfare, the rival pantheons more or less 
annihilated each other — but they left behind a cosmos still shaken by the 
trauma of Theomachy, and strewn with scattered survivors. Jolly, kind- 
hearted Lotto, known as THE DETECTIVE OF ISHIOK, who was once 
a man of Earth, travels the Cosmos with his shapeshifting companion Mae, 
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in search of adventure and lost memories. Even before the War ended, 
DIONUS, a repentant deserter, had opened a clinic on the planet Gulliver’s 
Rest, using his powers as a Time Elemental not to command or destroy, but 
to heal and assisted the unfortunate souls whose very timelines were 
maimed by the War. 


And then, there’s AUTEUR — ranting, raving, fourth-wall-breaking 
Auteur — a self-serving, solipsistic god who believes all Reality is but a 
book of their own devising. A long time ago Auteur was the imperious 
Goddess of Gendar, so named for creating and shepherding a whole planet 
and civilisation by that name, with the help of her fellow minor deities, 
Gideon and Virtuoso. A lot has happened since those halcyon days; Auteur 
is now a man, and more importantly, an undead skeleton trapped outside 
Time and Space after a scheme gone wrong. And yet, the Gendar have not 
forgotten him — in fact, they are perhaps the only people left in the 
Universe who might seriously, knowingly want him back. 


In the Starcatcher Universe of STARLIGHT ENDEAVOURS, too, 
there was a war. For over a decade, humanity found itself divided, as the 
forces of United Humanity and the Outer Confederacy did battle with one 
another, until at last the forces of democracy and love had trtumphed over 
the forces of totalitarianism and hate. In the ashes, the Star Corps was 
born: a new space agency, dedicated to the exploration of that great infinite. 
Appointed to lead humanity into its new future was Gemini Shadow, 
distinguished war veteran and captain of the UHS Endeavour, the new Star 
Corps flagship. Her senior staff is headed by First Officer Caoimhe 
MacMurrough. Kyla Verger handles tactics, and Bex Taylor serves as 
chief engineer. Violet O’Hara heads the science department, and former 
drone pilot Kayzee is chief of operations. Last but not least, Doctor 
Draven Pelletier, the wolf-like chief medical officer, has the crew’s health 
and well-being in his capable paws. Together with a thousand others, the 
crew of the Endeavour go boldly into a better tomorrow, with only the stars 
to guide them. And while the crew of the Endeavour engages in heroic 
adventure, throughout the Solar System noted human trainwreck Cleo 
Mentia works to save the strange animals of space as a STARLIGHT 
RANGER. 


Elsewhere, in a far-off universe called the WARSONG, a girl named 
Jhe Sang Mi attended ACADEMY 27 on Gongen, a renamed Mars. After 
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surviving a wild Halloween prank at Paradox Park, she met two inter- 
universal travelers named Chris Cwej and Lady Aesculapius. The pair 
roped Sang Mi into helping to film a new season of the TV series Professor 
X, having her star as the titular time-traveller — with her new friend Coloth 
appearing in a supporting role. Sang Mi never realized any of them were 
from another reality, let alone that they were aliens — an outrageous 
concept to the humanity of her dimension. 


Every corner of the Earth of the Third Universe has had its fair share of 
alien visitors and supernatural phenomena; the English city of York in the 
21st century is no exception to that rule, and happens to be where the 
freelance organisation known as SIGNET makes its home. SIGNET was 
founded by the mysterious, kindly Charles Zoltan in order to mediate 
between the oblivious, mistrustful public, and that endless parade of 
unearthly beings who threaten to puncture their fragile sense of normalcy. 
Now boasting nonhuman recruits Xana (of the Diashna) and Olivia (of the 
Gendar) as well as Earthlings Aoife and Jae-Sun, the group recently 
garnered considerable attention among students of the occult for managing 
to foil arch-vampire Augustus Grange, who had been attempting to 
summon the ‘First Evil’ of legend, progenitor of vampires and werewolves, 
back into the world. Yet Charles is a man of peace, and SIGNET was not 
created for battle; after these trying times, the team is eager to return to 
happier endeavours. 


Someday, one century and one old prejudice at a time, humanity will 
give way to multi-faceted Posthumanity. The Seventeen Years Invasion, a 
brutal occupation of the Earth midway through the 22nd century by vicious 
interdimensional beings called the Hyperspace Tyrants, is usually viewed 
as the cutoff point between early, Earth-bound humanity and first, wavering 
steps onto the intergalactic scene — for the aftermath of the invasion saw 
the first of many great exoduses to the stars, and in that time, the Miracles 
were born, living transhuman wonders with the powers of gods and gently 
hedonistic mindsets of fairy-children. SMALL MIRACLES are made, not 
born, and as baseline child Maurice Griss-Ventner would go on to learn in 
the 25th century, they’re always eager to make friends. 


In any case, not everyone is satisfied with one timeline and dimension. 
The interstellar coalition known as the Gieakraal was banished from the 
Third Universe a long time ago, but it seems some of its inhabitants can’t 
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keep away; among THE CASTAWAYS OF ISHIOK, as its denizens are 
known,is the amiable, yet mysterious Abraytha, an interdimensional 
traveller with a living ship all his own. Far beyond, the Archon-like 
Firmament have watched since times immemorial over a multiversal 
cluster spanning 10,000 DAWNS, but even that was never enough for the 
whimsical adventurer known as LADY AESCULAPIUS, who travels the 
interdimensional infinities in a ship known as the Factory of Crystal 
alongside a variety of companions. 


No less storied are the journeys and encounters of THE CREW OF 
THE COPPER-COLORED CUPIDS, an independent group of 
Clockwork Cherubs residing in a pocket dimension of their own, the Cupid 
Homeworld. Travelling through the Multiverse in their Fog Ships, the 
Cupids are sworn by their very programming to “romanticise” reality, 
using a magical chemical to spread universal platonic love wherever they 
go, heedless of the relative amorality of the endeavour. But those who have 
spent a while interacting with that fine collection of kooks don’t tend to 
hold it against them; they can’t help it, after all, and they’re jolly good fun 
to be around. 


Among those acquaintances is the time-traveller who styles herself as 
The Multi-Coloured Medic, and is sometimes derisively dubbed the 
Rainbow Quack, both times in references to her rainbow-coloured plague- 
doctor outfit. She chose it to make herself maximally noticeable, 
embodying her ethos of wanton, deliberate temporal disruption; though her 
time machine was pilfered from a tourism company known as Thrambone 
& Co. which built-in several restrictions, this has only further encouraged 
her to test its limits and leave her footprint on history. A friendly but 
supremely unreliable presence, she is also an appreciator of the arts, 
regularly attending theatre performances in the 16th and 17th centuries. 


Somewhat more highly-respected but no less eccentric is JENNY 
EVERYWHERE, “the Shifter’ — a noted friend of the Cupids, and 
perhaps the most ubiquitous of multiversal travellers. It is said that there is 
an incarnation of Jenny Everywhere in every life-bearing world, and then 
some — most of whom are born with the ability to share memories and 
feelings with their counterparts, and to physically ‘shift’ from one world to 
the next at their leisure. Sufficiently meta-aware to know that she has a 
further claim to fame as Earth’s first open-source character, she has 
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accrued a coterie of companions and counterparts, from romantically- 
charged best-enemy Doctor Laura Drake to Jenny’s own icy mirror image, 
Jenny Nowhere. 


JENNY OVER-THERE, of THE NINE-TWO-FIVE UNIVERSE — 
that is to say, the 925th Universe in the same Council of Frogs classification 
system which designates the Archons’ patch as the 3rd Universe —, is no 
relation to the other, more famous Jenny, though she wearies of pointing it 
out to people. A freak accident at a SatNav factory gifted her the ability to 
instinctively know the location of any person or object she’s asked about. 
This talent has been as much a curse as a blessing, and done little to relieve 
the general tedium of Jenny’s life, but caught the eye of the Man in Grey, 
who swears up and down that he is not the same Archon as the somewhat 
darker individual who helped a man in a floral shirt snooker the Mad Mind 
of Aurichall, a few retcons ago. It 1s whispered in fanciful legends that 
someone, somewhere, might once have believed him. Under the 
dimensional refugee’s questionable leadership, Jenny now animates the 
central one-woman branch of the Multidimensional Finders Service, 
which also boasts an enthusiastic if spectacularly unhelpful intern in the 
person of failed superhero Dynamite Thor, whose body is as indestructible 
as his belief that dynamite is a reasonable and non-dangerous way to 
subdue petty criminals — or, indeed, to solve any problem at all. 


On the opposite end of the mundanity spectrum sit Jenny Everywhere’s 
more conceptual friends — chiefly the thirty-six ABSTRACTS, 
interdimensional embodiments of various fundamental ideas from 
Luminance to Remembrance. Though mostly keeping to themselves, and 
unaware of their true origins, they are a family of sorts, and grieve for their 
corrupted cousin, Chaos. No less primordial, and even less humanoid, are 
the three Embodiments of the Void — Lord Thymon, Embodiment of 
Time; Lady Spatium, Embodiment of Space; and Squire Psykha, 
Embodiment of Thought — but that has not stopped one incarnation of 
Jenny Everywhere from taking Thymon to wed, and the union has produced 
a wondrous time-shifting child, who goes by SOPHIE EVERYTIME, 
because Everywhere-Thymon was a little bit “much”. 


And there’s more. There’s always more, isn’t there? Fables from the 
past, Martian warriors from the future — fantastical wonders from the edge 
of imagination itself. | am but a humble Bookwyrm, and even in a festive 
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mood, my patience has limits. I think I’ve told you all I can! From this 
point, read on and enjoy the ride. You’ll figure it out as you go along. 
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SCENE 1 


“Huh. So that’s what it looks like from the outside.” 


Not quite the first time he was seeing it, but certainly too close for 
comfort; and the actual first time had been under circumstances which had 
scarcely allowed him to stop and gawk. Now, there was, of course, another 
crisis at hand, but it was considerably less pressing, so he allowed himself a 
moment to take in the sight of his home. 


It was, Rich knew, absolutely ridiculous that he was only now finding 
out. He’d lived in this Library all his life, and furthermore, as a Birdhemoth, 
he was the proud scion of a race of demigod-birds to whom traversing the 
interdimensional voids was second nature. By all rights, from his fledgling 
years, he should have known the hyperdimensional outer skin of the Library 
as an Earth-bird knows its nesting tree. 


Instead, he had spent his entire existence within the Library’s infinite 
interior, having no more concept of its exterior than a 16th century gut 
bacterium has of William Shakespeare.“) He had, admittedly, been 
nonexistent for 260 years out of his official lifespan of 702; but Rich, an 
intellectually-honest bird if ever there was one, was disinclined to use that 
as an excuse. He had reason to believe that even in the prior course of his 
existence, the occasion of his first journey beyond the boundaries of the 
Library would only have been brought forward by half a year at most; and 
six months were as nothing to a Birdhemoth. 


Aye, but those six months were quite something for a pair of mostly 
human teenagers — and even for a holographic cactus, provided the latter 
was the current embodiment of yet a third, recently-resurrected teenager 
hailing a minor forest-planet in the Amazolian System. 
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Strange to think that it had been six months since Novice 
Bookkeepers Callum and Maritsa had rescued Coloth from the restricted 
station, marking themselves as outcasts from the society of the Plume 
Coteries. Six months already? Half a year! A substantial percentage of each 
of their lifetimes to date. They hadn’t stopped running in all that time, those 
three brave, foolish children; they’d scarcely even slept. It felt like 
yesterday. 


And yet, at the exact same time, it felt like years. Decades, perhaps. 
Maritsa and Callum had barely known each other when it all started; they’d 
been classmates at most, who by chance had been assigned as partners for 
the next phase in their common apprenticeship — and that phase had only 
just begun when they’d met Coloth. As for Coloth, he had known nothing 
of Earth, let alone posthumanity. It had taken him some time to get used to 
his new status as a duplicated consciousness housed in a holo-cube, or, for 
that matter, to the concept of a ‘Library’; the written word had been 
unknown to the Ulk-Ra tribe in his native era. 


Six months on, they were the fastest friends in the whole wide 
multiverse — so close, in fact, that the word “friend” hardly felt appropriate 
anymore, though there was nothing sexual, nor even properly romantic, 
about their love for one another. Theirs was not the fickle entanglement of 
teens playing at love, nor even anything so pat as surrogate siblinghood. 
There was no fitting metaphor for spending six months in an infinite 
extradimensional Library with only one another for company and the 
constant looming risk of summary execution, not to mention a hundred 
other scattered perils; there was no word for the bond three people might 
share, saving one another time after time, running ever forward into the 
darkness with no hope of any final escape, but only the determination to 
keep going for one another’s sake. They were Coloth, Callum and Maritsa 
— Maritsa, Coloth and Callum — Callum, Maritsa and Coloth. That was all 
they were, and what they would always be. 


Except that wasn’t right at all, was it? There were meant to be four of 
them. That was how it had been supposed to go. Early, early in their great 
escape they would have reached the Stables, and liberated Rich; on his back 
they would have flown into the wide blue yonder, leaving the Library 
behind and becoming embroiled in adventures of a much less depressing 
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nature. Cowboys and aliens and tsars-in-exile — what a book it could have 
made. 


But some idiot Sun Builder, some demented Archon cad who called 
himself Auteur, had evidently disagreed. Foreseeing this sequence of events 
in the course of an unrelated scheme, he had deleted Rich from existence 
for a spell, and in damning the one, irrevocably rewritten the destinies of 
the three. 


Now they had found him again, in circumstances too complex to 
relate at this time. Suffice it to say that for the second time in half a year, 
the children’s world had turned upside-down. They had been hunted 
renegades one moment; now they were hailed as heroes by the 
Bookkeepers, and Coloth was being offered some kind of sinecure as their 
ambassador to the outside universe. As if Rich couldn’t do the job himself, 
the Birdhemoth had thought with a hint of pique, at first; but he wasn’t 
about to object. The kid obviously needed a break. 


That was how it had been: the three significantly traumatised children 
warily adjusting to the sudden upswing, and Rich, older, wiser, and 
absolutely clueless — Rich, who felt as if he’d known them for ages, but 
still got Coloth and Callum’s names mixed up a little too often — Rich 
doing his best to help. 


And now, this. 


He hovered there for a moment, taking in the sight. There was no 
exterior to speak of; just the sense of a looming shape, hovering on the edge 
of his perception, and, no doubt, even hazier to a lesser creature. For most 
intents and purposes, the Void Gate seemed to hover in the nothingness — 
just a frame and a pair of doors, bereft of a wall. Those doors were still 
wide open, the panels frozen in place like lacquered butterfly-wings on 
either side of the great rectangular doorway — and that had been plugged 
shut with solid, crystalline whiteness. Snow — not a new concept, for he 
was a well-read fowl, but a new sight at any rate. 


Part of Rich wished that he’d been trapped on the other side; at least 
he wouldn’t have to worry about the kids. But that was a foolish thought. 
He could do more good from here. He gave the Gate one last look, and, 
with a mighty wingbeat, flew away. 
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Winter had come to the Library as most things did, which is to say, 
without calling ahead. 


Its timing had been beyond atrocious. After their shared travails, 
Coloth, Callum and Maritsa had wisely decided that they were owed a few 
days’ home rest, enjoying the newfound luxury of nobody at all trying to 
kill them in their sleep — followed by an actual vacation in the outer 
realms. 


They’d been just about ready to set out for the beaches of Zantoria in 
the 38166th Universe. A small crowd had gathered in the Void Gate Room 
to see them off, waving handkerchiefs and suchlike; even patrons they’d 
never met had crowded up, eager to take in the rare sight of a Birdhemoth 
taking flight. 

Callum and Maritsa had dressed for the occasion, casting off their 
plain brown robes for the first time since their apprenticeships had begun. 
Swimming and sunny climes awaited — foreign concepts in the Library, or 
near enough. Swimsuits in the right sizes had been procured at great 
expense; locating a vending machine full of cheap sunglasses, in one of the 
souvenir shops which grew like mould in unexpected corners of the Library, 
had been an adventure unto itself. Where Maritsa had found the enormous, 
wide-brimmed thing she called a sun-hat, even the other children could not 
say. 

As for Coloth, a cactus was a cactus, but he was looking forward to 
trying out photogenesis with real sunlight; and he had been working on 
changing his form, in little, cosmetic ways, so he took that opportunity to 
grow a lovely crop of flowers that adorned his neck and shoulders — a 
memory of fur, or perhaps an attempt at a scarf. 


Jolly good fun in all, and they were halfway through climbing upon 
Rich’s back when the doors had been hurled open by a blast of white — a 
blizzard bursting in from parts unknown, a wave of snow and ice and cold 
that knew no end and no limits, howling and freezing everything in its path. 
The Head Receptionist had been too late to shut the Void Gate doors, the 
mechanism frozen in place by the time he made his attempt; a moment later 
the man himself had been suspended alive inside a block of ice. Alive, 
because a Bookkeeper was not as fragile as an Earthman, but even he was 
not having a very good time. 
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Powerful wings fighting against the icy hurricane, Rich had tried to 
push past the onslaught and escape into the Void, squawking a challenge to 
the rabid weather itself; amidst the pandzemonium, he had not even heard 
the children’s cries for help as they lost their grip on his feathers and 
tumbled off into the whirling snow, losing sight even of his huge and 
colourful bulk amidst the all-encompassing, chaotic haze. 


Most had tried to escape the other way, deeper into the Library, but 
the snowstorm had pursued them, like a high-pressure liquid squeezing into 
every crevice of a container. They’d run and flown and fled for what 
seemed like hours, the lifelike avalanche of wind and snow and hail chasing 
cold and deadly on their heels. 


At last it had stopped — for one particular band of cornered 
survivors. Outpacing the rushing snowstorm, they had filed from four or 
five doorways into a mid-sized, circular reading room, its tower-high walls 
covered in shelves; and they had all been quick enough to shut and bolt the 
doors before the snow could follow. Fleeing as far as they could from the 
thick black shields keeping them from the cold, they met in the centre, 
where there was a single, round table with a single electric lamp upon it, 
connected to the Library’s vascular electric grid through a thin, exposed 
wire that coiled down the length of a table leg and sank into the floor in the 
gap between two of the lacquered floorboards. If there was a ceiling, it was 
much too high up to tell if it had a lighting fixture of its own. 


Panting, panicking, the survivors stared at one another, not daring to 
believe that they really were alright. Nor to speak aloud the question 
weighing on all their minds. 


Was anyone else? 
ok OK 3K 


“It’s okay. You’re okay. We’re okay.” 


Callum repeated it like a mantra, tightly squeezing Maritsa’s hand. 
The freckled girl’s breath was stilted — it was as though she’d gone on 
manual. As though her body had overloaded and forgotten how to do its 
job, and even her higher brain functions seemed to forget their job over and 
over again, forcing her to abruptly remember she needed to take in oxygen, 
every ten to twenty seconds. Behind the tacky sunglasses, her dull brown 
eyes were staring straight ahead, glassy and uncontrolled. 
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It wasn’t the first time she’d gotten like this; so Callum didn’t panic. 
Slowly, without sudden movements, he moved to stand directly in front of 
her, then pulled her calmly into a tight, steadying hug. She was taller than 
him — she always had been, but she had grown particularly so over the last 
six months — and as he bent down slightly to hold her tighter, his ear ended 
up against her chest. He shut his eyes, and for just a few moments, the 
coldness of her skin, the sound of his friend’s racing heartbeat, and the 
feeling of her slow, staggered breathing became the whole of his sensory 
world. He held fast, willing her to calm down — 


— until at last one of her laboured breaths broke, like a collapsing 
down, into a sob, and her rigid stiffness melted into him as she returned the 
hug with one firm, thankful squeeze, then pulled away. 


“Th-thanks,” she said, wiping a tear from her eye. “I. Uhm. Thanks.” 


There was nothing but affection and gratitude on her face when she 
looked back at him, but as she kept slowly backing away, her darting eyes 
landed on the three other people who had taken refuge in the reading room 
— and she blushed, a hot pink cast colouring the pale, cold skin of her 
cheeks, bringing the freckles into sharper relief. The intimacy which those 
six months had forged between them was not something they had allowed 
others to see since they had been pulled back, almost despite themselves, 
onto the side of ordered society. The safe, crowded spaces of the 
Bookkeeper-occupied areas of the Library felt like a different world 
altogether from those dangerous, lonely times when all they’d had was each 
other; what had been appropriate then was not, somehow, appropriate now. 


Not that there would have been anything wrong — as the strangers 
would no doubt see it — with a teenager having that kind of intimacy with 
another teenager, and letting the world know it. The society of the Plume 
Coteries had its faults, but 1t wasn’t prudish; few of the great posthuman 
lines were, in truth, and those few puritanical throwbacks were the 
laughingstock of the rest. But somehow, that knowledge didn’t make it 
better. Callum wasn’t her boyfriend, they weren’t anything so simple, and 
the thought of people thinking that sort of shared experience was what had 
brought them together was every bit as intolerable to her whether or not 
they judged her for it. 
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Once she was far enough from the central table for her liking, she let 
herself drop down onto the wooden floor in a lotus sitting position, letting 
out a deep sigh. Callum was still looking at her with mild concern, but she 
directed a small, confident nod at him. 


I’m alright now, that nod said. Give me space for a second. 


Astonishing how quickly they were slipping back into the old 
patterns, but this felt so familiar. Stuck together in an unfamiliar room of 
the Library, mortal peril banging at every door. No obvious escape, no 
obvious plan; just each other. 


Except for all the other people. 


She looked at them from her safe distance. No other Bookkeepers — 
nor any other regular denizen of the Library, for there were a few, of course. 
It would have been too easy if Gabriel had been here, or some aspect of the 
Bookwyrm. No, these were guests, that was all. Patrons. Two humanoids, 
one alien. The alien was the most striking of the lot: a bloated snail-like 
creature, its purple shell adorned with two symmetrical growths jutting out 
from its sides, reminiscent of a swan’s folded wings. The head was a big 
flat wheel swaying atop a long and thinner neck, like a lollipop made of 
greyish elephant-skin; no face was in evidence, just an irregular series of 
holes and pockmarks adorning the surface of the disc. Perhaps nostrils, 
perhaps mouths. If the alien had eyes with which to read, she couldn’t stop 
them. 


Less off-putting, but equally inscrutable was a woman wearing a 
silky red robe. Her hair was a grey bob, and her features were hidden 
behind a ceramic mask resembling a stylised fox. Maritsa had read enough 
to recognise her as a Sister of Wepwawet, one of the Cydonian cults which 
had arisen among early space-faring humanity after the discovery of a few 
mysterious pyramids on Mars. None of them had gotten anywhere close to 
the truth, according to the records, nor could they with how entangled the 
red planet’s timelines had gotten to be; as bad as Old New York, if not 
worse. A case study for students of the temporal sciences. But that did not 
mean the Sisterhood was not dangerous. In the Third Universe, no matter 
how wrong you were, there were always things waiting to answer your 
prayers and feed on your faith. Dark things, powerful things. Maritsa and 
her friends knew that well enough. 
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The last of the refugees was, perhaps, the most traditionally 
intimidating of the three — a gaunt man dressed in all black, with tan, 
leathery skin, receding black hair, and unblinking eyes that seemed to stare 
into your soul. But the Library got many such types. Maritsa would keep an 
eye on him, for certain, but according to Plume Coterie guidelines, only 
25% of all nameless men in black on average turned out to be soul-sucking 
demons, fugitive criminal masterminds, or the like. The rest just wanted to 
look cool. 


Alright. Having evaluated the threats, she was alright now. She rose 
again, drawing further odd looks from the guests, and rejoined Callum. 


“Coloth is gone,” she observed simply. 


“And Rich,” the boy added, biting his lip. He’d removed his 
sunglasses; she hadn’t. It made her look more in-control, she fancied. “He 
didn’t make it here, either.” 


“Well, obviously not,” she remarked. “He wouldn’t have fit through 
any of the doors.” 


“No, but he could make it through the ceiling hatch... look.” 


His hand went to his side — and found only the hem of his 
swimming trunks. No pockets. That spoofed some old habits. Dismissing 
the muscle memory, he reached instead into the simple, beige cloth bag 
he’d been planning to take to Zantoria, and withdrew a folded, yellowed 
piece of parchment paper. His map. With expert skill, he unfolded and 
refolded its infinite width until he found a vertical cross-section of the 
Library which showed the reading room they were in right now, tapping 
their exact position. There was a very small drawing of the round table, and 
if Maritsa squinted, she thought she could even see a hair-thin squiggle and 
a dot, standing in for the electric table-lamp. 


He’d unrolled it on the table-top to get closer to the feeble light, and 
with no preamble or shame, the Sister of Wepwawet bent down to stare at it 
as well. Which was fair enough, Maritsa reflected; after all, she and Callum 
hadn’t bothered to introduce themselves, either. 

“Ooh,” the woman said. “Is that what I think it 1s?” 


“Well,” Callum said in an important voice, “if you thought it was a 
hyperdimensional map of the Library, created by the Last of the Astral 
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Mappers and passed down from Master Librarian Roland himself — then 
yes, it is. And it’s mine.” 


“Hey, I’m only looking,” she replied. “...Or I’m trying to, at any 
rate.” She shook her head in mild annoyance and yanked the ceramic mask 
off her face, revealing a round, lined visage and eyes that sparkled with life. 
“Urgh, why do they make the eye-holes in these things so tiny.” 


“Are you... supposed to unmask before outsiders?” a bass voice 
asked. 


For a moment Maritsa thought it was the man in black, but no; in 
fact, it was the snail, a seemingly random number of the holes in his head 
vibrating as he spoke. She hadn’t particularly expected him to sound like 
John Carradine, but he may as well, she supposed. 


“Oh, no,” said the Sister with a cheeky smile. “I’m being absolutely 
scandalous. But I’ve earned it. I’m 103, what are they going to do? Cast me 
out? They can’t run the joint without me. Flog me? My heart would give 
out, and then where would they be.” 


Well, that was a fib. At least if Maritsa’s reading material had been 
correct. Not that the adherents of Wepwawet hadn’t been known to whip 
penitents; if it was any kind of cliché, the Cydonian cults would do it, 
preferably in maximally campy fashion. But there was, as far as she knew, 
no taboo against unmasking, except during an actual ceremony; the snail 
was just wrong about that, and the old woman, evidently enough, thought it 
was funny. She hated people like that. Why couldn’t they just say what they 
meant? So she decided to ignore her. 


“What were you trying to show me, Callum?” she asked the boy, 
pointedly looking away from the Sister. 


“Well, look,” replied the boy, tapping the map again. “I thought the 
ceiling was just very high up, but — actually, there isn’t one. It just goes up 
and up...” 


“Forever?” she guessed. “I don’t think that’s any good.” 


“It wouldn’t be bad,” said Callum. “Not for Rich. They say 
Birdhemoth could cross infinite distance in a single wing-beat. And there is 
something on the other end of that infinity, you see. A portal. Not a proper 
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gate, it’s a bit unstable — and we’re not sure where it leads, exactly. Maybe 
another part of the Library... maybe not. But it’s something.” 


“Well, it’s good to know the Snowstorm might come rushing down on 
us from above and bury us at any moment,” said Maritsa. 


The Sister of Wepwawet glanced upwards and mock-shuddered. 
“Eesh. Don’t say things like that.” 


“That... will not happen,” the man in black said. His voice was cold, 
his words slow and ponderous. 


“How d’you know?” 

“TI know,” he said simply, and continued staring at them with his pale 
grey eyes. 

“Oookay then,” said the Sister. 


“IT don’t suppose any of you can fly?” asked the snail. All shook their 
heads, except for the man in black, who just continued to stare, but the 
crease of his eyebrows made his impassivity come across as a negative. 
“Well, I can’t either. And I’m not much of a shelf-climber, either.” 


“Not much of an escape route unless Rich finds us, then,” Maritsa 
concluded. 


“No, but hey, it’s something,” said Callum. “And here’s something 
else. This?” he gestured. “This is a vetted reading room.” 


“What does that mean?” asked the Sister. 


99 


“Our people,” Maritsa explained, “the Bookkeepers — they’ve 
dedicated themselves to sorting all the books in the Library between the 
truth and the fiction, the valid and the invalid. I don’t think we’re even sure 
why we do it, anymore. Even the Master Librarians.” 


“But right now,” Callum added, “it could help us. All this knowledge 
we’re trapped with, and it’s all true. At least on all the shelves we could 
feasibly reach, I think once you’re over a hundred feet up it’s all 
randomised again, but hey.” 


“What are you thinking?” Maritsa prompted. “Papyromancy?” 


“Yeah,” Callum nodded. “You’ve had some Bibliomancy training, 
haven’t you?” 
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“Just the basics,” she admitted, “but it will have to do. In a time of 
crisis, our charges are more responsive.” 


“More responsive?” The Sister raised an eyebrow. “Are you children 
saying the Library’s alive?” 


“Of course not,” Callum snorted. “Or if it is, I don’t think it likes us 
very much.” 


“But the collection, the books themselves... That’s different,’ Maritsa 
explained, loosely quoting an old teacher. “We Bookkeepers tend to them 
like a flock, put so much care, so much faith into them. All accumulated 
knowledge has a latent power — I mean, that much is all in Pratchett — 
and here outside the universe, how we treat them shapes that power. We 
give the books so much of ourselves that sometimes, just sometimes, we 
can coax them into giving something back. A little help.” 


“Not the craziest belief system I’ve bought into,” the Sister said 
philosophically. 

The faceless snail and the man in black thought for a moment, then 
mumbled their cautious assent. Something was something, and Maritsa’s 
apparent status as a Bookkeeper herself, a native of the Library — she 
understood then that without the brown robes, the outsiders might not have 
realised until she said it. Callum, for his part, flashed a goofy smile at her, 
and gave an encouraging nod. 


She nodded, took in a deep breath — 


— then, without further warning, she reached forward, found the 
switch on the power-cord, and turned out the light. 
kK 


It had been less than a minute — full of shouted protests and 
scrabbling which she’d studiously ignored — when Maritsa calmly returned 
to the centre of the room and turned the lamp back on. The returned 
visibility found the Sister, man and snail tripping over each other, trying to 
grope for the light-switch. None of them had gotten anywhere close. 


“What was the meaning of this?!” the man in black demanded, eyes 
blazing. Not just a metaphor; his pupils were glowing with a faint blue 
light. Hm. Not just an edgelord, then. 
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“Librarian bibliomancy,” she explained with an unapologetic shrug. 
“You see? I had to reach for a book without reading any of the spines, and 
then open it without seeing the page-numbers.” 


“You could have closed your eyes!” the Sister protested. 


“Not how it’s done,” she said simply — and she set the open book 
down on the table. 


All leaned in with interest. It seemed in all respects like a perfectly 
ordinary 20th century paperback, a pulpy sort of thing, printed on a cheap, 
thin paper. She’d splayed it open at the page her process had selected, and 
set it down right-side-up, so they couldn’t see the title of the book or the 
cover; just the text on the pages. It seemed to be some kind of anthology: 
the left-hand page was blank, and a new story began on the right, with a 
title of its own and an author credit. 


“T asked the books to help us find Coloth and Rich,” she explained. 
“Well, I don’t know about you, but that title looks encouraging to me, at 
least about Rich...” 


“Are you going to read it aloud?” 
“No, Callum.” 
“Why not? That’s how it’s done, isn’t it?” 


“Yes,” she replied, “but it’s getting cold in here. My throat is starting 
to feel sore, just breathing in the cold air — I really wish we’d waited until 
Zantoria to change out of the robes. Which, may I remind you, was your 
idea. So you’re going to do the reading.” 


“It was really Coloth’s idea,” Callum argued weakly. 


And it had been, to a point, but Coloth of the Ulk-Ra had never really 
understood the point of clothes; in his mind, any paring-down in the 
direction of his human friends ceasing to bother with the cumbersome 
things altogether was to be considered a step towards sanity. It was Callum 
who’d backed him, not because he agreed with the general point, but simply 
because he was too excited to wait to try them out, once they’d finally 
found the weird swimming-garments made of synthetic, extensible fabric. It 
seemed rather reckless now — but in fairness, being locked in by a 
mysterious snowstorm had not factored into anyone 8 plans for the day. 
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Still, he accepted his part of the blame, and sat down without further 
argument with the book in his lap. 


“Magic Bird of Fire,” he read aloud. “Huh. That does sound 
promising. That there was a vast series of tunnels...” 
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MAGIC BIRD OF FIRE 


A “SIGNET” story 
By Micah K. Spurling 


That there was a vast series of tunnels beneath the expanse of Ripon 
Cathedral was not surprising to Aoife after all her time with SIGNET. That 
Charles was an old friend of the dean was similarly unsurprising. That the 
wardens and the vergers and probably even the little old ladies who ordered 
the flowers were involved in the seemingly ubiquitous business of 
protecting otherworldly refugees? Even that seemed appropriate. 


The only thing that shocked Aoife this go-round was seeing a hedgehog 
talk for the first time. Each subsequent time she saw one speak — and it 
took place often across the 16 hours the team worked the case — she kept 
her voice perfectly calm. Her eyes remained an appropriate and sub-saucer 
size as she listened to the creatures detail the trauma of their imprisonment 
and the bright hope of their escape. Even Charles, whose knowledge was as 
wide as his empathy, admitted in confidence that the scene was a bit 
Narnian. Aoife’s brain had gone straight for Over the Hedge, but that didn’t 
seem like the sort of reference of which Charles would know or approve. 


Luring the rogue Victorian showman to a spot as thin as the ancient 
cathedral in North Yorkshire made it remarkably easy to banish him back to 
his native time. She had to give the villainous ringmaster credit for 
creativity. Most threats would have chosen the Minster just to be showy, 
like the Yssgaroth a few months back. The hedgehogs — who were not 
actually hedgehogs, but looked remarkably like them — were thrilled at the 
defeat of their longtime captor. They thanked Aoife profusely. She hugged 
the tiny family back and dabbed away the mothers’ tears. As the children 
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waved in shadow from behind a stained glass window, Aoife caught the last 
bus home. 


Her ride hit several nasty potholes in a row. Aoife winced as the motion 
revealed an ache that must have surreptitiously formed while she was too 
busy to notice. She had two missed calls from her husband Harvey, which 
was very nearly a cause for concern before she read the accompanying text: 
Out of coffee grounds. What he expected her to do about this two hours 
from midnight on New Year’s Eve, she didn’t know. 


Aoife made a conscious effort to steady her breath. All the parenting 
groups told her that the anxiety would never subside, but promised that it 
would become more manageable. Aoife imagined this was true for most 
parents. Most parents, however, were not dealing with threats that veered 
outside the realm of human comprehension like a child manically colouring 
outside the lines. 


Norah is not in danger, she reminded herself. Most days that sensible 
mantra was enough to free up her mind, at least during work hours. But 
now, as the year drew to a close, Aoife was too tired to be entirely sensible. 
After a moment’s deliberation, she reacted to Harvey’s message with a 
thumbs-up and slid her phone in her pocket. 


An old man in a duffel coat snored loudly from the backseat. A pair of 
teenage boys snickered over a video piped into shared earbuds. The bus 
driver yawned, tapping a staccato rhythm with her fingers. Aoife closed her 
eyes and took it in. She hoped these were signs that the year would end in 
uncharacteristic normalcy. This was another thing she typically repressed in 
her waking sensibleness. 


Her car was parked one street over from the bus stop. A fender-bender 
blocked her in while she was doing the early morning shopping. An 
emergency call from Olivia at precisely the same time meant she had to pay 
attention to bus schedules in addition to the saving of innocent hedgehog 
lives. Had she not been rudely interrupted by emergencies of both terrestrial 
and temporal origin, she could have finished her shopping rather than 
apologetically leave a full basket in the hands of a dead-eyed shop boy. 


Harvey would have gotten his coffee grounds. Aoife could imagine it 
now: he would have made a pot for them, and the last few sips of Aoife’s 
morning cup would have been full of grounds. Having tasted her 
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investment, she would return to making the coffee herself and doing it 
properly. 

She was suddenly reminded of Olivia’s ongoing quest to understand 
Earth’s colloquialisms. Whenever Aoife told a story at headquarters, 
Olivia’s eyes went wide. When they were alone, Olivia would ask — 
confidentially — if Aoife was describing the luck of the Irish. With good 
humour, Aoife would clarify that losing an earring in the car park was not 
traditionally considered lucky. She was certain that if she described today’s 
events to Olivia, she would have the perfect example of the misfortune of 
the Irish. 


The bus skittered to a stop at last. When the brakes let out a gust of 
compressed air, Aoife could have sworn it sounded like the vehicle was 
sighing. She rolled her eyes at herself. Personifying a bus, she thought, like 
Thomas the bloody Tank Engine. The adorable talking hedgehogs had 
already done a number on her addled brain. Against her better judgement, 
she found herself welcoming the day when an extraterrestrial or ghost or 
ancient horror beyond understanding arrived in York and was decidedly not 
twee. 


Aoife was surprised at how quiet the street was, especially as the bus 
disappeared into the distance. New Year’s Eve usually had the streets 
bustling with excitement. Half a dozen speakers or musicians duelled to be 
heard, and packs of friends laughed ecstatically. For a few moments, the 
scrape of Aoife’s flats against the sidewalk seemed to be the only noise. 


Then the teeth of a long zipper came together with a buzz. 


When Aoife glanced behind her, light from a shop window illuminated 
the unmistakable gleam of polished leather. A lanky stranger was striding 
down the street, half in shadow. Crossing her arms over her chest, Aoife 
walked on. Indistinct voices and dance music rumbled in the distance. The 
holiday, as it turned out, hadn’t been mysteriously cancelled. Aoife was 
grateful. It meant the year would soon be over. 


In her peripheral vision, she saw the mystery man cross to the other side 
of the street. As he became unveiled in fullness by insistent streetlamps, she 
finally got a good look at him. He was broad-shouldered. Thick stubble 
bridged the gap between a well-manicured moustache and the hair peeking 
out of his shirt where a few buttons were left undone. His leather jacket was 
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well-loved, as was the flat-brimmed leather cap. He wore mirrored 
sunglasses, ridiculous in the dark of night. As if aware she’d just mentally 
called him ridiculous, the man turned to face her. 


“The disco’s on this side of the street,” she called, tucking a rogue 
strand of hair behind her ear. “You’re a little overdressed for anything else.” 


The man smiled good-naturedly. “I didn’t want to be the stranger 
following a lady down the street,” he said. 


Aoife chuckled at his thoughtfulness. His accent endeared her— 
recognizably American but classical and refined, like someone out of old 
Hollywood. She raised her voice as they got closer to the music. “You’re 
dressed for getting tipsy off a vodka soda,” she told him. “George Michael 
impersonators are rarely a threat to womankind.” 


“Whiskey soda,” the man corrected. “And I hadn’t planned to be much 
of anything to womankind tonight.” 


A pounding four-on-the-floor beat shook the night air. “Lord,” Aoife 
said. “Have the Village People taken over the pub?” 


Turning the corner immediately answered her question. Had she been 
able to finish her shopping, she might have dropped the bags to the ground 
in shock and sent the damn coffee grounds and whatever else tumbling 
down the storm drain. The sounds and colours of the night originated not in 
a simple English pub, but in a vibrant two-story nightclub. 


Light poured out of the building onto a crowd of excited patrons. It was 
like the ghost of gay bars past. The clubgoers were clad in over-the-top 
leather and chrome; outfits that had long since become the domain of 
comedy sketches and shoddy Halloween costumes. It was easy to forget that 
all absurdities contained some amount of truth. 


Standing before Aoife, in the flesh, was that truth. 


The stranger caught up to her then. “This is the Eagle’s Nest,” he said, 
breaking into a vibrant smile. His teeth were perfect, another strangely 
Hollywood feature. “Atlanta’s hottest leather bar.” 


“This isn’t Atlanta,” Aoife retorted. Despite the cool weather of the 
night, her face was hot. She felt like she was forgetting something, and she 
didn’t know what. 
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Seeming not to hear her, the man went on. “With the greatest music in 
the world,” he marvelled. 


“Disco is dead,” snapped Aoife. 


The man pushed his glasses down the bridge of his nose with a leather- 
gloved hand, revealing electric blue eyes. “Some of the best things are. 
Besides —” In the middle of his sentence, he charged through the crowd 
and into the front door. “— they called this hi-NRG, the next evolution. The 
Bee Gees sort of ruined everyone’s fun when they sold disco out.” 


Aoife, letting her curiosity get the better of her, followed the stranger 
inside. “Who are you?” she asked. “What’s going on?” 


A wad of bills exchanged hands. The stranger pointed behind him 
without looking. “She’s with me,” he said. 


As the pair were waved in by a grumpy-looking bouncer, the man led 
the way through the bustling front room. Aoife saw no choice but to follow. 
She pushed past undulating groups of dancers and finally regained sight of 
the stranger. There was no reason for him to stand out from the crowd but 
remarkably, he did. In an unoccupied corner, he leaned against a wall of 
cold red brick. When Aoife approached, she realised he smelled like he 
belonged there: booze and leather, with bitter metal and smoke following 
close behind to create the world’s strangest cologne profile. 


One song faded expertly into another. No one stopped moving, but the 
light of the mirror ball grew stronger and drew Aoife’s attention upward. 
Her skin crawled at the sight. The second floor was uncomfortably 
iridescent. It was not the sort of shine that came from glitter or gold, but 
instead the look of light channelled through something not-quite- 
substantive. She could see everything in detail. There were dancers and disc 
jockeys, moving full-throttle thanks to empty cups, but they were like the 
stained-glass windows at the cathedral. A means of letting the light through. 


Aoife plotted the street in her mind. This row of buildings didn’t even 
have second floors. “There’s nothing up there,” she said. She realised then 
why the stranger stood out from this crowd: only he was fully corporeal, 
drawn in total opacity. Locking eyes on him, she restarted her interrogation. 
“What’s going on? Who are you?” 


“Ooh, a remix.” He pulled a pack of cigarettes from his jacket pocket. 
When he offered them to Aoife, she shook her head to refuse. He freed one 


** EEE abQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


hand from its glove and lit his own. “My name 1s Pieter,” he said. 


“Congrats, you’ve answered the least important question of all.” Aoife 
stretched out her syllables for maximum clarity. “What’s going on?” 


Pieter pressed his mouth into a disappointed line. “Acoustic version,” 
he murmured. “You smell like time.” 


Aoife narrowed her eyes at him to stop her curiosity from showing too 
plainly. “And you smell like cancer,” she countered. “I realise you’re a 
time-traveller, but eventually we figure out those things are bad for you.” 


“So are cell phones,” Pieter retorted. He took a long drag and released 
it. “I know my vintage pieces are utterly authentic, but I come from the 
other direction.” 


Stepping back intuitively at the plume of smoke, Aoife scowled. 
Between this and the hedgehog needles around her collar, she would 
certainly have to wash this coat now. Another load of laundry, and a happy 
new year. 


“Speaking of cellphones,” continued the leatherman, “you haven’t tried 
to call in reinforcements.” 


With a frustrated groan, Aoife planted her face in her hands. “I’m not 
the one who calls in backup,” she muttered. “I am the backup. And I’ve 
been working overtime.” 


She tried to make her tone biting but her heart wasn’t in it. This man 
knew several things she didn’t, and she wanted to investigate more than she 
wanted to fight. Maybe England was finally sanding down her rougher 
edges. 


Pieter ashed his cigarette into a glass tray on a nearby shelf. “How do 
you know I’m not just drunk?” he asked. “Is that a mystical Irish thing?” 


Aoife rolled her eyes. “No, it’s a mystical ‘worked in a pub between 
courses’ thing. You’re stone-cold sober.” 


“Ding ding ding,” Pieter sing-songed. “I try not to get too carried away 
during research.” 


Finally, something that went a ways toward explanation. “Physics?” 


Pieter shook his head. Aoife racked her brain for everything she knew 
about the city of Atlanta. There was a notorious tech school, the Centers for 
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Disease Control, defence plants, and probably other things that weren’t 
nearly as scary. 


“Medicine?” she demanded. “Weapons?” 


With another shake of his head, Pieter gave in. “I’m a historian,” he 
informed her. He snuffed out his cigarette and dropped the butt in the tray. 
“By my time, research happens face-to-face. Which is all well and good 
unless something buggers up your trip.” 


Aoife uttered a curse by way of response. Wrong building, wrong city, 
wrong time, and what had wound up here was only _ half-visible. 
“Godforsaken hedgehogs,” Aoife muttered. She corrected herself instantly. 
“Godforsaken Victorians.” 


Pieter nodded sagely. “/’ve never worked in a pub, so I can’t tell if 
you’re hammered or not.” 


“I’m not,” Aoife insisted, although she was beginning to wonder if she 
should be. “There’s been a lot of time-hopping here today. That’s why I 
smell like time.” 


“That was just artistic licence,” Pieter admitted. He fished his lighter 
back out of his pocket. 


Aoife got a better look at it: boxy and silver, vintage even in the era she 
had accidentally stumbled into. He tapped one side in a four-beat rhythm. 
The scratched metal surface gave way to a small screen. 


“This told me I was dealing with a temporal anomaly,” he explained. 
“Your time-hopping and my time-hopping crossed wires. My destination 
got dragged over. It’s a simple matter of feeding the coordinates back 
through.” 


Aoife was incredulous. “Pulled off track, like a little toy train?” 


Pieter hummed. “More like a pop-up ad,” he offered. “I can’t think of a 
closer example. Does that possibility surprise you?” 


Weighing her answer, Aoife felt absurd. Her life’s experience with 
technology and its users should have made the answer no. The irony and 
nihilism that poisoned most of her generation had not left her totally 
unscathed. Nevertheless, something less cynical bubbled up within her 
whenever she looked at her daughter. Raising Norah instilled a remarkable 
amount of faith in the future. 
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“T have an engineering degree,” Aoife said. “So it may be shocking if I 
say yes. So much for the promise of progress.” 


“That’s the first thing historians get wrung out of them.” Pieter glared 
up at the mirror ball, quoting the next aphorism as though he knew it to be 
the foundation of everything: “There is no progress, only change and 
consistency over time.” 


Aoife’s expression was one of disbelief. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” 
she said. 


Pieter’s moustache twisted into a heroic smile. “No, I’m very confident 
I can fix —” 


“Right, I’m sure.” Aoife pointed at the lighter, which looked barely 
superior to a flip phone. “Technology never gets any better?” 


“Only if someone can make money off it.” 


When she really thought about it, Aoife supposed this was a vision of 
the future she could understand. Just the other day, Norah had asked what 
toasters were like when Aoife was a kid. Aoife was certain her daughter 
imagined the 1990s as something akin to The Canterbury Tales, and the 
toasters of the period as some kind of bizarre swinging torture device. The 
truth, however, was that toasters hadn’t improved in all the decades Aoife 
had been alive. The notion that greed continued to reign supreme far into 
the future was not surprising in the least. 


“Screens still look like that?” Aoife asked, gesturing at the lighter. 


Pieter slipped the device back in his jeans, defensive. “This piece is 
revered for its —” 


Aoife watched as he gave a passerby a laden stare. He nodded once, in 
the universal gesture of across-a-room desire. The passerby did a double- 
take at Pieter before being dragged away by the movement of the crowd. 


“_ subtlety,” Pieter finished. He shook his head to clear himself from 
distractions before he continued. “Perfect for going undercover.” 


“Well,” Aoife said. She tapped her foot impatiently on the concrete 
floors. “Get on with it. I need to make sure nothing nasty lingers after this 
place disappears.” 
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Pieter tutted in mock disappointment. “You thought you were going to 
save the world again.” 


Aoife smiled at this, despite herself. “Not the world,” she corrected. 
“Maybe some hedgehog people, or foetal pigs come back to life, or 
something like that...” 


“There'll be plenty of time for that in January.” With a friendly smile, 
Pieter offered his gloved hand. “Buy you a drink for your troubles?” 


Relief washed over Aoife. She nodded, and took his hand. They quickly 
melted into the rush of the crowd swarming one of three long bars. The pair 
leaned against the corner of the bar, close to a booming speaker. 


Pieter had to raise his voice to be heard above the music. “Is it offensive 
to assume the Irishwoman wants Guinness?” 


“It would be,” Aoife warned. “If you weren’t buying.” 


She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been anywhere this busy. 
She’d spent a long few years barely leaving the house for non-necessities: 
first because she didn’t want to, then because she didn’t have time. A place 
like this would never be her chosen haunt—even if it was accessible in her 
native decade—but it made her long for the kind of easy connection that 
was only found around pints in the low light. 


The bartender glanced at her outfit. Aoife realised then that she was still 
dressed to do the shopping. “Last minute decision,” she told him. 


Nodding, the bartender pulled a pint with military precision. For the 
first time since leaving the house early in the morning, she was content to 
let her exhausted senses absorb the scene slowly. She supposed that she was 
guilty of imagining the 1970s as impossibly far away. It was rather like the 
questions she fielded about her youth from Norah. 


Yes, we had music. Yes, we wore t-shirts. No, it wasn t black and 
white. 

Aoife showed her a trio of Oasis music videos as proof of all three. 
Norah turned her nose up. Whether this meant she had the same 
temperament as her mother or simply better taste, Aoife couldn’t be sure. 


She wondered why seeing the humanity of a hedgehog family felt more 
natural to her than conversing with people from her own century. 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


She knew all too well that the past was a foreign country. Her early 
years were spent buried in historical novels, the classics of generations past. 
Expectations lured her away from the understanding she gleaned from those 
dusty pages. She wanted to be liked, yes, but she wanted to be right even 
more. She followed that desire through several degrees and into the depths 
of sterile labs and office buildings. None of it stopped her from feeling 
alone. 


It was the greatest scam she’d ever fallen for. 


By the time Pieter retrieved the drinks, their place in the corner was 
filled with a mass of wizened biker types. Pieter tipped his cap to them and 
led Aoife outside. The real building had no patio. She stepped onto crisp 
night air that carried the transparent impression of greying wooden slats. It 
was solid beneath her feet, but it still caused her body to vibrate in 
expectation of falling. She and Pieter sat at a tall table. In every direction, 
they were surrounded by the restless tension of endless possibility. 


Aoife took a deep swig of beer. It tasted like the real thing. She 
wondered if its unreal state made it healthier. Maybe that was the next big 
thing: send your favourite foods time-hopping and leave the calories 
floating around the tracks of time. Before she could ask Pieter about this, 
the man who’d been eying him earlier walked up to their table. Pieter rested 
his hand on the man’s shoulder. He whispered something in Pieter’s ear. 
With a hearty laugh, Pieter pulled the man into a friendly kiss. Their lips 
contrasted, the seen and the unseen enfleshed together. 


“Know each other?” Aoife asked, running her finger over the rim of her 
glass. 


The man’s face was hazy as he turned to her. His blond hair caught the 
light like a double exposure. “Not yet,” he said with a grin. His hand rested 
on Pieter’s shoulder, claiming him for the rest of the crowd to see. “But ’'m 
going to change that.” 


Smiling, Aoife took another sip of her drink. She knew that things were 
different in a place like this. The dark, the shared experience, the lack of 
inhibitions that most people on the planet would find unrelatable. That 
didn’t stop her from wondering if her husband had ever kissed her with 
such joyous spontaneity. 
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“T want someone to dance me into next year,” the man said. “It’s the 
real start of the decade tonight. People thought it started last year, but that’s 
because they don’t know math.” 


Aoife’s stomach turned as she turned the numbers over in her mind. 
This was the end of 1980. 1981 would arrive at any moment, bringing with 
it a distinct lack of possibility. 


“A scholar among us,” Pieter said tightly. He patted his new friend’s 
arm. “Have some water,” he said. “I don’t want you doubling over before 
midnight.” 


The other man signalled his obedience. Pieter sealed the promise with 
another kiss and sent him on his way. As he reentered the bustling crowd, 
Aoife caught sight of Pieter’s sober expression across the table. She gripped 
her glass and glared at him. 


“Take off your glasses,” Aoife instructed. 
Pieter hung them from his collar. “You don’t have to say it.” 
Aoife’s voice dropped, low and quiet. “This is the last year before —” 


“The plague,” Pieter finished. He rubbed his hand against his scruffy 
neck in self-soothing. “They won’t say it out loud for a few years yet.” 


Screwing her eyes shut, Aoife greeted flashes of memory long-buried. 
The parish of St. John back home. The smell of incense and stale water. 
Father Art, who over the course of one summer melted from portly 
broadness to angular flesh-and-bone like the last blanket of snow at winter’s 
end. Rumours, whispers, hints, lies, and allegations; what he did or didn’t 
do on trips to Dublin. He retired in Ordinary Time, and the diocese sourced 
new vestments for his dour replacement. Wouldnt want him catching 
anything. 

Years later, she would see news clippings. She would stumble across 
videos online. She would stare at pictures in memorials and recognize the 
faces of the fallen as hollow reflections of Father’s final smile as she 
stepped into the narthex. Gran was the only one to shake his hand. 


“And you let it happen?” Aoife asked. “Every time you go on your little 
trips. When you reprogram your coordinates, you'll just send them back 
into hell?” 
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“You're right,” Pieter snapped, and downed a third of his drink in one 
go. “I’ll just stop everyone suffering at the expense of the universe. Is that 
what your little gang does? Tie everything up in ribbons so the rest of the 
world can hang from them?” 


Aoife bit her tongue to stop from swearing at him. She tried to count to 
ten to calm herself, but only made it to five before she continued. “Cosmic 
talk doesn’t make me rest easy about the fate of people I can see.” 


Producing his lighter again, Pieter glanced at the readings and then 
silently lit another cigarette. 


“Keep them here,” Aoife demanded. “Ill call someone, we’ll —” 


“Enslave them in limbo?” asked Pieter. He snorted. “How very Catholic 
of you. Besides, I thought you didn’t call for backup?” 


Even though he was correct, and even though the vitriol in his voice 
was no match for the venom in her own, this pissed Aoife off. She wasn’t 
one to call for backup, but more than that she wasn’t one to give up, even 
when the answers eluded her. She supposed there was a first time for 
everything. 

When Pieter offered her a cigarette a second time, she took it between 


her lips and leaned forward expectantly. “Pretty girls don’t light their own 
cigarettes,” she told him. 


Pieter chuckled, and lit the Marlboro on her behalf. She didn’t inhale, 
but the warmth and repetition soothed her. 


“You'll remember this forever,” Pieter told her. He looked off into the 
distance. “You drank with the priests of the Crescent World. The destruction 
of the witty and the militancy of the beaten. They’ll carry it in their bodies 
until the Rev—” 


Music poured out of the club, a song Aoife had never heard. It was 
apparently popular, though, as a dozen shimmering leathermen were drawn 
to the dancefloor by its groove. She leaned closer, trying to catch the end of 
his sentence. “Revolution?” she asked. “Revelation?” 


With a smile, Pieter nodded. 


“There’s no happy ending,” Aoife called out above the music. 
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“No, there’s not.” Pieter glanced at the mass forming on the dancefloor. 
“But there’s dancing.” 


Aoife leaned back in her chair. The wind whipped through her hair, 
invisible and in motion. “That’s a bit of an easy moral, isn’t it? Everybody 
dies?” 


Pieter shook his head to signal his disagreement. “They do. But first, 
they dance.” 


‘“That’s a sentimental load of shit.” 


Pieter stood to greet the mystery man, who made his way back over to 
their table. He held up an empty plastic cup to confirm he was following 
orders. “Sorry to steal him,” the man said, wrapping his arm around Pieter’s 
waist. “But I’m ready.” 


Aoife shook her head. “It’s alright,’ she muttered. “He’s being 
difficult.” 


Leaning close, Pieter spoke directly into her ear. “This isn’t the story I 
would want to tell, either,’ he said. She heard him crack a smile before 
continuing. “But you didn’t even ask about the Crescent World.” 


“Artistic licence,” she retorted. “More of your poetry.” 


Pieter shook his head as he stepped back. He pulled his sunglasses from 
his collar and opened them with a click. Just before his eyes became mirrors 
again, he winked at Aoife. “Keep up the good work. Ten more minutes.” 


With that, he wrapped his arm around the stranger and walked inside. 
Aoife nursed her beer a moment longer. Whether it was because of the 
drink’s unreality or simply her own worried mind, the alcohol made no 
impression on her. She left half a pint on the table with uncharacteristic 
disinterest and followed into the bar. She kept to the edge of the room, 
tracing her fingers over the worried brick on her way to the front door. She 
wondered if she was feeling the past or the present. Was this the thing she 
saw with her eyes, or what she knew to be underneath? 


The bouncer nodded at her as she stepped out into the night. 
Instinctively, she glanced up at the moon. It was just shy of full, nowhere 
near a crescent. Pieter’s strange assertions would not be unravelled tonight. 
A few patrons mulled around the entrance, waiting for friends and taxis that 
were several decades away. 
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A young man in a harness rested his forehead against the outside wall. 
Aoife heard him breathe with manual effort, inhaling and exhaling. He was 
flushed red despite his paleness. The moon played across and beneath his 
skin. A smile lifted the corners of his mouth. 


“Are you alright?” asked Aoife. 


The boy jerked back in surprise. Aoife realised how loud her voice must 
have been after being near the pulsing music. She placed a staying hand on 
his shoulder. “Sorry, ?'ve—” 


Wordlessly, the boy threw his head forward and let loose a stream of 
vomit on the pavement. Aoife gasped, jumping away before anything got on 
her clothes or body. 


“Sorry,” he laughed, choked and gravel-voiced. “Sorry, sorry...” 


The bouncer arrived at his side, patting him on the back as another 
helpful leatherman brought out a glass of water and a roll of paper towels. 
“A little too much fun,” he said. “That’s alright, just breathe...” 


Aoife stared at the ground, dumbstruck. The vile fluid should have 
made her nauseous, but it had no smell or colour. It was perfectly clear, 
catching the light in crystalline patterns. It sank into the pavement and then 
stilled. She took a step back, tracing the shape of the mess. There were two 
sharp points at either end, ballooning into a curved body. The last crescent 
of the year. 


When Aoife pulled her car into the driveway and stepped inside, 
Harvey was nowhere to be found. Norah loved the changing of the guard as 
the old year turned into the new. She had very little interest in watching it 
happen, though. She preferred it to be like Christmas: waking up to 
discover something magical had happened overnight. This took some 
getting used to, but Harvey and Aoife eventually decided not to complain 
about a fuller night’s rest. 


It didn’t matter much this year. Aoife was wide awake. 


In the kitchen, she tossed the empty jar of coffee grounds into the bin. 
She settled for black tea instead, bringing the kettle close to a boil and then 
removing it from the stove before it made a sound. She poured a tall cup 
and sat down at the kitchen table. The warm liquid washed away the fading 
taste of hops on her tongue. Nevertheless, her jacket smelled like smoke 
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and she was certain there were raccoon rings of smudged-off makeup 
around her eyes. 


Gran prayed the rosary daily, like clockwork. Aoife couldn’t remember 
the exact words of the Creed now, because she’d worked very hard to forget 
them, but if she focused hard enough she could hear the contours of the 
phrases in Gran’s voice. Something about the Sacraments, something about 
the saints, something about the Holy Spirit. And finally, just as Gran was 
about to run out of breath, something about the life everlasting. 


It was very nearly as pompous as Pieter’s moon talk, and even more 
unsatisfying. Years after Father retired, when desire and derision unravelled 
in her head and heart, Aoife wished she could speak to him. It was all the 
same story: the struggle between the powerful and the powerless. 


At the core of her laid something that was not hope—though it looked 
remarkably like it. It had been kicked over and over again. Somewhere in 
the midst of that, it evolved. Aoife saw answers in its persistence. Its 
wounds opened up and bled expectation. Aoife believed, illogically, that 
something better was coming. 


Norah would wake up early. Aoife had already laid out the new 
calendar on the kitchen counter. Each month was a new photo of a strange 
animal with a box of fun facts. Norah would make a big show of tossing 
last year’s calendar in the recycling. Aoife would make breakfast, and she 
would run to the shop for more coffee near the building where she saw 1980 
like a mirage, and she would not answer her phone, and she would not let 
Harvey see her stare off into midday sky as her body caught up to the lucid 
and rational state she would spend tonight trying to recover. 


Without ceremony, the clock struck midnight. The house was bathed in 
silence. Aoife sipped her tea. On the other side of 43 years, the witty and 
the militant danced. 
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SCENE 2 


On the other side of an unquantifiable amount of time and space, five 
people stared blankly, letting the silence linger once they were sure that 
Callum had reached the end of the tale. None of them were quite sure what 
to make of what they had just heard, though they had not complained to 
hear the dark-haired boy reading it to the end. 


The man in black was the first to speak. Everyone else had sat down on 
the floor over the length of the reading, snail aside, but he had just kept 
standing stiffly in place. 


“That,” he declared, “was not relevant.” 


“Not in the literal sense,” Maritsa corrected, though her words were 
unsteady. She fidgeted with her short, tight braids, as she had been doing 
throughout the reading. “But — but look, the title can’t be a coincidence. 
The bibliomantic ritual worked. S-so the books must have been trying to tell 
us something. We just have to figure out what.” 


“T didn’t understand much,” Callum admitted. “I mean, clearly it was a 
story about Earth. Well, not a story. A real thing that happened. Valid 
events. But...” 


“You, the nun,” the snail said, poking the old woman’s shoulder with 
his long, tapered tail. “You’re from the 22nd century, yes?” 


“Well, 23rd by now,” she replied, “but I was born in the 22nd, yes.” 
“And you’re human — baseline human.” 


“Most of the time,” she said with a smirk. “Name’s Doe, by the way. 
Sister Claret Doe.” 
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“Claret? Like the wine?” 


“Don’t remind me, I’m already getting thirsty,” said Sister Claret. “No, 
mostly the colour... That, and it’s short for Clarinet.” 


“Huh?” 


“Don’t ask me,” the old Martian woman shrugged. “I was found with 
one as a baby, or... something. I’ve had the story told to me several 
different ways. But it was a small one, a terzino. I guess the Sisters who 
found me must have thought it was a sign from the Goddess, foretelling my 
destiny... That, or they just didn’t have much of an imagination and it was 
in their line of sight when they were filling out the paperwork.” 


“Either way,” the snail deduced, “that makes you the closest in cultural 
context. Any ideas?” 


“Not many,” said Sister Claret. “I mean, I think I can tell you why it’s 
called Magic Bird of Fire, and I’m afraid it’s nothing to do with your flying 
pets... and I’ve heard of the plague. At least, I think that’s the one they were 
talking about. But I’m not sure what it’s got to do with us.” 


“Do you think Coloth is on Earth?” Callum suggested. “In Earth’s 
past?” 


“Seems a bit unlikely.” 


“Can you not perform the ritual again?” the man in black suggested. 
“Ask your... books?” 


“Mr Sinister here has a point,” the Sister agreed. “There’s no... 
maximum number of rolls or anything, is there?” 


Maritsa hummed — then nodded and turned out the light again. 


She headed towards sightless towards the shame, focusing as hard as 
she could on the ongoing crisis — the snow, the mystery — and on Coloth. 
She pictured him, a green shape stranded in time and space. A lost green 
figure, out of time — and the snow. 


Come on, books, give me something... 
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THE DINOSAUR IN THE SNOW 


A story from the worlds of “Coloth” 
By Thien Valdram 


The sun was shining through the curtains, and the chill of the cold 
outside air fogged up the windows. Instinctively, Rosanna Marlow pulled 
her covers up to her neck as she slowly awoke. 


At first, her thoughts were scattered. So far, so human. 


‘Its morning,’ her sluggish mind informed her — well, that was 
obvious. 


‘Work?’ Bad thought. No work today. 
‘Why no work today?’ 

Oh, right... Christmas. 

It was Christmas Day. 


Rosanna felt a momentary pang of melancholy as she recalled that 
this’d be her first Christmas since she had moved out from her parents’ 
place for a house of her own — a few miles away from her parents’ house, 
on the outskirts of London. From there, she had quick access to her job in 
the city centre. Rosanna was an accountant; not the most glamorous of 
careers, but it paid well enough. 


She felt those benefits all the more keenly today: she’d been able to buy 
plenty of her own presents to open. These, she added to the handful her 
parents and friends had given her pre-wrapped over the past month or so; 
those would be surprises. 


Even now, in her mid-twenties, Rosanna still appreciated the ritual of 
Christmas; it was just fun — it was one day a year she could always just 
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pretend she was a kid again. Even if the presents these days usually weren’t 
kids’ presents. 


Throwing off her covers, she swung the windows closed, wondering 
how they’d even gotten open in the first place — but that wasn’t important. 


She had a full-on plan to celebrate the holiday. Presents, then breakfast, 
then a shopping spree with friends, meeting up with family and then finally 
going to the bar and getting wasted. 


Getting changed, she neglected to brush her teeth, or do up her hair, at 
least for the morning — figuring she’d likely mess them both up anyway 
whilst opening and trying out her presents, or eating whatever passed for 
breakfast on the holidays. 


Leaving her pyjamas unfolded on the bed, she excitedly opened her 
bedroom door and rushed down the staircase to her living room. 


As the last of the sleepy haze left her, she readily noticed something 
which had not been there the night before. 

Underneath her Christmas tree, nestled in a pile of hay, was an egg. 

“What the...?” 


Rosanna walked over and bent down. The egg was larger than that of a 
chicken, or even a goose — and warmer, too. The shell was thicker and the 
overall shape was more elongated than any egg she had seen before. 


Next to the egg was a small white note, written on a tiny card embossed 
with unfamiliar circles and swirls across its boundary. 


‘Keep it safe,’ the note read. ‘[t is more important than you know’. 
Safe? From what? Who would be after a weird egg? 


Actually — back up a second, why’d someone break into her house and 
leave an egg there for her to protect, in the first place? What sense did that 
make? 


Turning away from the egg, Rosanna headed to her kitchen to make 
herself breakfast. She’d been planning to open her presents first, but she 
needed a bit of time to think, and she figured that mindlessly preparing a 
simple breakfast would help her focus on what to do. 


Taking further refuge in ritual, she flicked on the radio to listen to the 
morning news. 
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Instead of the reassuring drone and commercials, a harsh, military- 
sounding voice barked out. 


(74 


. urge all residents of the boroughs of Barney, Enfield, Bromley, 
Croydon and Sutton to evacuate to the nearest military checkpoint at the 
earliest opportunity. This is not a drill, I repeat, this is not a drill...” 


Evacuating half of London? On Christmas? Interesting news, she’d give 
it that, but that wasn’t what she’d been looking for, and — hold on. 


Hold on. 
Wasn’t she in — 
— uh-oh. 


But this made no sense. What would be so bad as to require the 
evacuation of a large part of the city? What could possibly be going on? 
The military voice seemed to have no interest in catching her up, and 
simply continued to issue its laundry list of safe evacuation protocols. 


Abandoning her plans to cook breakfast, she returned to the living 
room, grabbing her keys off the desk. She’d always be able to open her 
presents once this all blew over — whatever ‘this’ was, exactly. 


Yet her eyes were once again drawn to the egg. The note had told her to 
keep it safe. Hell if she knew why or what it even was. But hey, what harm 
could it do to bring it along? 


“Alright, little thing...” She reached down and picked up the egg. 
“You’re coming with m—” 


And then Rosanna was interrupted by a deep guttural roar from outside 
her living room window. 


And then Rosanna was interrupted by a hollow barking and calling 
from outside her living room window. 


And then Rosanna was interrupted by a strange twittering from outside 
her living room window. 


Rosanna clutched her head with one hand, still holding the egg tightly 
with her other, and felt as though she was being ripped asunder — torn 
apart on a level so fundamental she didn’t even have a word to describe it. 


Only... nothing was wrong. Everything was fine. 
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Everything, that was, except for the large reptile, with sharp claws and 
teeth, which now stood outside her living room door, staring in at her. The 
animal was about five feet tall, covered in thick green scales, with a bulky 
form and the head of a monitor lizard. Its large green eyes were bisected by 
black, slit-like pupils; it stood on two legs, and a large tail swept back 
behind it as it focused on her. 


Rosanna screamed as the creature roared again, gutturally, before 
charging straight at the glass doors. It shattered them with little effort and 
crashed clumsily through the living room before falling atop the table. 


Panicked, Rosanna ran to the stairs, realising only when she reached the 
top that this had been a bad idea. As she heard a roar, followed by 
something working its way up the stairs, she crossed into the spare 
bedroom, slamming the door as the lizard reached the top of the stairs. 


She ran to the window and opened it, but the roof was iced over, and 
stepping out risked slipping — easily fatal from this height. Not that staying 
with that thing sounded much safer. 


What made her make up her mind was when the door came crashing in 
as the lizard landed roughly in the centre of the room. 


Still clutching the egg tightly, she stepped out onto the roof, grabbing 
onto the window-frame with her other hand as she almost immediately lost 
her footing and yelped. 


The giant lizard heard her and turned, jumping through the window and 
knocking both her and itself off the roof. 


Rosanna cried out in pain as she landed on the ground. She’d definitely 
broken something. 


To her left, the lizard seemed disoriented and confused, but it did her 
little good, as she could still barely move. 


She found, as she tried to move and to get away, that she was still 
clutching the egg in her right hand even now. Somehow, when the note had 
said it was important, she believed it. Even now, broken and bruised and 
unable to move she still refused to let go of it. 


The giant lizard righted itself and stood back up, before it growled in 
what seemed to be triumph and struck right at her head. 


Rosanna felt a sharp pain, and then she blacked out. 
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Only... nothing was wrong. Everything was fine. 


Except for the large bipedal scaly creature, with sharp claws and teeth 
that stood outside her living room door, staring in at her. 


The animal was about six feet tall, covered in sleek brown scales, with a 
thin, almost agile form and a head that looked like a cross between that of a 
lizard and that of a featherless bird. Its eyes were large and yellow, and 
belied an almost human level of intelligence behind them. The animal stood 
on two legs with a large tail swept back behind it as it focused on her. 


After a moment, its eyes seemed to fixate on the egg in her hand, and its 
gestures grew more agitated as it surveyed the door. Rosanna scanned the 
living room for a way out; the stairs were a no-go, she’d be stuck up there. 
She could bolt for a car, but what if there were more of these things? 


The basement, that was her best bet — the lock was broken, sure, but 
the door was the toughest one in the house. She could shut it and wait the 
creature out. 


After a moment more of inspection, the animal decided its course of 
action, slashing at the window with the claw on its foot, before jumping 
back as the window shattered. 


Rosanna ran and the animal, noticing this, jumped into the living room 
behind her and gave chase. Heading down her hallway, she reached the 
basement, slamming the door shut, just as the animal crashed into the door 
behind her. The shock caused her to lose her balance, and she fell to the 
base of the basement stairs. 


She scrambled back to the far wall of the room, bruised but otherwise 
uninjured as the animal sniffed at the door. Then there was silence. 


Rosanna noticed that, throughout all that, she’d managed to keep a hold 
of the egg. Somehow, when the note had said it was important, she’d 
believed it. Now here she was, clutching it tight as she hid in the basement 
from whatever that thing outside had been. It looked like a reptile — its 
eyes were certainly snake-like reptilian — but the way it behaved was more 
like a bird. And then there was that intelligence. 


The door handle jiggled in place. 
“What? That’s impossible —” Rosanna told herself. 
Yet the handle jiggled again, rougher this time. 
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Then, the door popped open with a click. And Rosanna wished, not for 
the first time but probably for the last, that she’d gotten the lock fixed. 


The creature descended the stairs with a grace that betrayed its true 
nature. Growling, it closed in on her. 


She looked to either side, but there was nothing she could use to help 
her, just a pile of old clothes and a washing machine. But she had to try and 
get around it somehow. 


She pushed herself to her feet and the animal leapt at her; she narrowly 
dodged it, landing face first in the pile of clothes with a small cheer — 


— then she felt the animal land atop her back. 
Rosanna felt a sharp pain, and then she blacked out. 
Only... nothing was wrong. Everything was fine. 


Except for the large bird with teeth and claws that stood outside her 
living room door. Staring in at her. The bird only reached up to her knee, 
about two feet or so in height, and was covered in a brown and grey 
plumage, its head crested by a fan of red, coloured feathers, the colour 
contrasting with the white of the snow coating the ground outside. The bird 
had small brown eyes, with round pupils and it chittered excitedly as it 
locked attention on the egg in her arms. 


“What are you?” Rosanna asked curiously. The bird was not one she’d 
seen before — birds didn’t have teeth or claws, did they? Still, the thing 
seemed more curious than threatening, and Rosanna figured it was most 
likely here for the egg. 


Slowly, she slid open the door to place down the egg, but she recalled 
the note as she did. Somehow, when the note had said it was important, 
she’d believed it. So she pulled back from the bird, and it darted through the 
doorway before raising its wings and claws for a strike. 


“Hey! Down! No —” 


The bird didn’t listen. Instead, it kicked out with its leg, slashing a deep 
cut into Rosanna’s leg and causing her to fall back in shock. The animal bit 
her on the leg and she cried out before kicking it off her leg and scrambling 
back against the bookshelf behind her. Without waiting, the bird leapt 
through the air again. 
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Instinctively, she blocked it with her arm but it pinned her arm to her 
chest with its claws and slashed at her throat. 


Rosanna felt a sharp pain, and then she blacked out. 
Rosanna Marlow felt cold, very cold. 


Was this it then? Was she dead? Surely she was. She’d been killed by... 
the lizard, no, the bird, or... the one that was a bit of both? 


She’d died, she knew that much. 
So how —? 


Actually, hold on, if she was cold because she was dead, why did the 
cold feel so uneven? 


Rosanna opened her eyes, to find herself staring upward at the canopy 
of a forest, sun shining through the leaves from her side. 


She tried to move, and surely enough, she could. Her bruises, her 
broken bones, her bleeding leg — all her contradictory wounds had 
vanished. 


As she stood up, she noticed the fresh layer of morning snow covering 
the ground. Well, that explained the cold at least. Though not, as a matter of 
fact, why she remembered dying three times over. 


Only then did she notice that she was still clutching the egg. What was 
that thing? 


“Argh, no, calm down,” she told herself, clearing out her thoughts. 
“Need to find out where we are first, then we can figure out the other stuff.” 


The forest seemed to go on for quite a while at a glance, and she didn’t 
remember any forests like this near her home. “Hold on...” The trees 
weren’t familiar either. “I could be miles away!” 


She had to find some kind of vantage point or something, see if there 
were at least any familiar landmarks. Climbing a tree was her first instinct, 
but none of the nearby trees had sufficiently low branches. 


In the distance, however, the forest seemed to open up. Thus, Rosanna 
set off, figuring she had better pace herself, just 1n case it turned out to be a 
longer walk than it looked. 
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Boredom, on the other hand, was unlikely to be a concern. She had 
much to think about. She had died — she felt it still, a bite to the head, a 
stab in the back, a slash on the throat. They all felt real — they all were real, 
she knew they were. 


But how could they be? You couldn’t die three times, could you? And 
even if you could, how had those animals gotten there in the first place? 
What even were they? 


At last, the forest opened up and Rosanna got a good glimpse of the 
plains beyond. The woods ended on the edge of a hill, which sloped 
downwards onto an open plain, covered in a white snowfall. In the distance 
lay a valley, and beyond that, snow-capped mountains unlike anything 
she’d ever seen in England. 


But that was eclipsed by the sight of the herd of large-long necked 
lizards that walked slowly through the plain, as behind them a herd of three- 
horned lizards also grazed. 


“Holy...” 


It wasn’t the first time today that the word had occurred to her, but now, 
at last, it forced its way to the forefront of her mind. 


Dinosaurs. These were dinosaurs. 


But they were dead, weren’t they? The Earth dried up and they couldn’t 
survive — that’s what they’d told her in school. 


So what then? Had they come back? Or was she in the past? 


She smacked herself on the head. ‘Shut up, brain. That's crazy.’ Then 
she sighed, only to pause as she heard a deep growling. A lone lizard, much 
like the one at her house, emerged from the forest behind her. 


Screaming would do her no good, so she resisted that urge. The lizard 
was the big, tough but stupid type, if she could outsmart it somehow then 
she could... 


“Wait, what?” 


She’d naught but blinked and the lizard had been replaced with three of 
the slim, agile ones — reptiles, to be sure, but not remotely as lizard-like. 


She turned and ran along the edge of the forest — these things were fast 
and smart. Her hope of escape was slim but maybe, just maybe she could 
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find a tree to climb and they couldn’t get her. 


The lizards down in the valley had changed too, she noticed at a glance 
— but she wasn’t exactly in a position to look into exactly what had 
changed. She heard the footsteps; behind her, of the animals pursuing — 
only they were smaller than she’d expected. 


Glancing back, she saw four or so of the smaller birds chasing her now. 
One snapped annoyedly at another as they did so, but nonetheless she knew 
they were just as deadly as the others. 


Turning into the forest as the plains curved away, Rosanna felt the birds 
gaining on her and in her haste to look back and check, tripped over a tree 
root. Unable to right herself, she fell into the snow in a small clearing in the 
forest. She instinctively braced herself with one arm to shield the egg she 
still held from damage. 


Impact. 


The pain shot through her arm and she resisted the urge to scream out, 
turning over to face her pursuers. The large lizard from before approached 
her, growling as it prepared to attack. 


“Stop! Please!” she cried out in desperation, holding both her injured 
arm out in a futile attempt to stop it even as it crackled with pain at every 
movement. As she did, she clutched the egg tightly to her chest . 


The lizard did stop, but not at her words. A bright blue-purple light that 
lit up from somewhere behind her, bathing the animal in an uneven glow for 
a second. It paused — then roared a challenge to whatever was behind her. 


Her instincts told her not to turn around, and at this moment she had 
little conscious thought beyond that. 


Then the lizard charged; a black shape swept past her and smacked into 
the lizard, knocking it to the ground. 


The shape resolved itself quickly. A larger, seemingly quadrupedal 
dinosaur; long razor-sharp claws; dark black scales; a jaw full of uneven 
teeth; piercing orange eyes. 


It raised itself onto its hind legs, revealing its forelegs to almost 
resemble human hands, albeit a bit longer and with large claws on the end. 
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The lizard charged it yet again and it bit down on the lizard’s back 
before tossing it backwards. The lizard hissed, then seemed to retreat — 
only, as she blinked, it was once again the three half-reptile ones. 


Unlike the lizard, the three barked a pair of impotent calls at the 
monster that stood before her, then ran away without further issue.. 

The small birds were next and they ran away at the mere sight of the 
monster — which then turned back to Rosanna and slowly approached. 

“No, wait...” she pleaded weakly. 


But the monster simply held out its claw to her and then, after a 
moment, she heard a voice which cut through the cold of the snow, and the 
ringing in her ears, and even the pain of her injuries. 


The voice was slightly stilted, but calm, civilised. 
“You are alright now,” it said simply. 


Rosanna, dazed, in pain, tired and terrified, simply couldn’t handle the 
shock, and passed out there and then. 


* ok 3K 


Rosanna came to in a bed of grass. The snow had been swept away and 
her injured arm had been wrapped in some kind of sling against her chest. 
She shook her head as she tried to remember what had happened — right. 
She was being attacked, and then this strange dinosaur had fought off her 
attackers. 


She noticed, then, that the egg had gone missing from her hands. 
Startled, she jolted upright only to notice the dinosaur sitting a few metres 
away, focused on her. The egg lay in the snow next to it. 


“What the hell...?” 


“Calm down, human, the danger has passed, you are safe,” a voice said, 
inside her head, as the dinosaur looked at her. 


Rosanna shook her head in confusion, then asked “Did you just... 
talk?” 


The dinosaur seemed to almost sigh, then it nodded. “Didn’t your alpha 
tell you I’m telepathic?” the voice sounded again. 


“My... alpha? What’s going on!?” 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


“Your — alpha, boss, companion, friend, partner. Whatever you 
humans call it.’ The voice didn’t have a tone, as such, but it seemed 
irritated. “Los, I’m talking about Los. He sent you out here, don’t try to 
deny it” 

Rosanna shook her head. “Sent me here? I don’t even know where 
‘here’ is — let alone how I got here!” 


“You are wearing the clothes of the era he frequents, and you obviously 
have some way of travelling through time. Why will you not admit it?” 


“Travelling through time? Oh god... is that really what happened? Am I 
stuck here? But that’s impossible, how...?” Rosanna panicked, a million 
questions racing through her head. 


The dinosaur growled and Rosanna’s train of thought was immediately 
interrupted. “The only reason I saved you is because I can sense the 
temporal complexity in you. You must have been brought here by Los. Do 
not lie to me.” 


“IT — I’m not lying — I have no idea who this Los is. I just woke up 
here after... that thing... those things... god, it’s so confusing”. 


“Explain,” the dinosaur glared at her. 


“T woke up this morning”, Rosanna recounted, trying her best to make 
sense of the memories, “and found an egg under my Christmas tree, then... 
I was attacked but... I remember being attacked in three different ways by 
those things you scared off’. 


“Oh!” the dinosaur put a claw to its chin, an almost human gesture. “I 
understand... You really aren’t from Los. You’re a paradox” 


Rosanna remembered something she’d read about in a magazine once, 
one of those trashy pop-science things. A paradox was a sci-fi concept of 
some kind — not a genre she’d ever favoured, ironically enough. What had 
the article been trying to explain? Something to do with a cat... 


“What — like, dead and alive at the same time, or something?” 
The dinosaur shook its head, then said: 


“No, you are dead. The raptors would’ve killed you in all three 
timelines, the paradox is in how you died.” 


“Raptors?” 
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“A kind of dinosaur — it might stand for Velociraptor or Deinonychus, 
depending on who you ask. You’re from the 20th century, are you not?” 


“Yeah, why?” 


“In the late 20th century, dinosaurs were brought back. The exact dating 
and the means of the feat vary depending on the currently-active version of 
history, but the result was the same each time: the premature extinction of 
the human race.” The dinosaur looked up at the sky for a moment, then 
continued. “I was sent back here by my superiors, my... family. To find out 
why.” It then shook its head as if brushing off that moment of 
sentimentality. “History is changing here, regularly. The biology of the 
dinosaurs is not consistent. Someone or something 1s interfering with it, one 
of the powers of the Cosmic War. You were killed by a dinosaur in the 
future, that paradox must’ve drawn you back here.” 


“Who are you? What are you? How do you know all this?” 


“My name is Tirion; the rest, you don’t need to know. Since you are not 
with Los, I can promise you protection, but let me make this very clear, this 
does not make us packmates, or friends, or whatever the human word is.” 


Tirion seemed to view the very concept of ‘words’ with a sort of sullen 
hostility. 


He stood up and strode past Rosanna. She stood up too, picking up the 
egg from where he had left it before turning to Tirion. 


And then, in front of him, the air itself seemed to rip asunder and fold 
open, revealing just the tiniest glimpse of a swirling, glowing, 
incomprehensible mess of light, before it resolved itself into a grey-white, 
utilitarian room. Tirion strode through the gap as if this were all perfectly 
normal; Rosanna, after a moment of confusion, decided to follow him. 


The inside of the room was large and vaguely circular, with dull grey 
walls. Some kind of computer bank adorned the centre of the room, a 
strangely retro thing full of mismatched parts and blinking lights; the only 
other piece of furniture in the room was what appeared to be a shrine of 
some kind, an enclosed space within the room, wholly shut off from the 
outside. 


Tirion reached the shrine, then he turned and said: 


“Stay out here, and don’t touch anything”. 
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Rosanna nodded meekly, refusing to even comment on the fact it’d be 
impossible for a creature his size to even fit inside the shrine. But of course, 
such a fact did not stop him. 


Startled yet again, she leant back against the wall of the chamber. 


After Tirion returned, carrying a few bedding supplies and some food, 
he placed it down next to the wall. 


“Ground rules, human. Do not enter the shrine. It is my timeship, and I 
do not want you to damage it. Also, do not touch the controls there.” He 
gestured to the central control panel “This is a Time Anchor, it is 
completely beyond even my understanding, let alone yours.” 


“Hold on!” Rosanna managed to finally explain, as he made to turn 
away from her again. “At least tell me what’s going on...” 

“War, human. A universal war reaching across the stars, a true Cosmic 
War. The Causal Initiators themselves have taken to the field.” 

“And the other side? Is that your lot?” 


“No,” he said, without elaborating.. “But the whole fabric of Time and 
Space is now a battlefield. Your time and this one are both caught up in the 
hostilities.” 


“And your time, as well?” She prompted again. 

Tirion didn’t respond. Rosanna took that to mean he didn’t trust her 
with personal details. Alright, fine, that was fair enough. 

“How do I get home?” 

“You can’t.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because I can’t either,” he said crisply. “My timeship was sabotaged 
by Los. I cannot leave until I fix it. And even if I could, your time may not 
even exist anymore. History is changing out there, remember, the only 
reason you even still exist is because you, like me, are now an 
anachronism.” He then turned away, heading back to his shrine. “Against 
my own better judgement, I have shown you mercy, do not make me regret 
it.” 

He disappeared inside, leaving Rosanna alone in the white-grey room 
with food and a bed. 
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Well, it wasn’t ideal, but she appreciated, at any rate, that she was still 
alive. Well — alive-ish? Tirion had said she was dead, but he said a lot of 
things she didn’t really understand. 


That, and he was a talking dinosaur. 


“Guess I better set this up,” she told herself. Placing a pillow down next 
to the wall, she the egg gently down upon it before beginning to set up the 
bed. 


* ok 3K 


Rosanna didn’t see Tirion again until the following morning — or, at 
any rate, what she assumed to be the morning. The roof of the dull grey 
room had dimmed after a while, with a view of the stars beginning to 
appear on it, and only now had that view begun to fade as the roof lit up 
once more. 


She had taken a small amount of the food, a kind of white bar that when 
chewed on tasted vaguely like meat. It was more filling than it ought to 
have been given its size, but hardly satisfying; still, it felt like a miracle 
after what she’d been through. 


By now, it had occurred to her that her friends and family were 
probably wondering where she was. Whatever Tirion had said about time, 
she couldn’t shake the thought. 


When her strange, reptilian host finally did emerge, seemingly to work 
on the control panel at the centre of the room, he paid almost no attention to 
Rosanna — barely even acknowledging her presence until she’d worked up 
the courage to approach him, the almost ten-foot dinosaur, and tell him 
“Good morning”. 


“If you insist,” Tirion replied, uninterested. 


Rosanna was thrown off by the apathy in his non-voice, but then, he 
had said they weren’t friend. Nonetheless, she asked: 


“What you doing?” 
“Do you honestly expect to understand even if I do tell you?” 


“Alright alright, I get it, but just because we aren’t friends doesn’t mean 
we can’t at least get along.” 
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“T don’t ‘get along’ with humans.” Tirion swung around, annoyed, and 
an intimidated Rosanna backed up. 


He huffed at her, unimpressed, before turning back to the machine. 


“If I can’t go back home, and you don’t even like me, why are you still 
protecting me?” Rosanna asked after a moment. 


Tirion sighed, clearly annoyed, then explained: 


“T am trying to figure out why a Time Anchor is destabilising history, 
rather than solidifying it. The Causal Initiators — the Archons, Archons of 
Time, whatever you want to call them — are the originators of linear 
causality. And they created it using things like this.” 


“Originators of... what?” 


“Tamers of an irrational universe,” Tirion rephrased. “An Anchor is an 
— it’s a — dimensional engineering project, designed to solidify an 
unstable biodata flux — a segment of history. Urizen, Urthona, the first of 
their kind, they did that to the whole of History itself, with machines I could 
never hope to understand; this is localised, cruder. But for that reason, it is 
also far more effective for the plans of Initiators acting under the radar. This 
one, though, is doing the opposite of what it was designed to do. It is 
fostering irrationality, not eliminating it. It’s like someone — reversed the 
polarity. But that doesn’t make sense!” 


Rosanna noticed the clear dodging of her other question, and 
understood very little of what Tirion had said, but she didn’t exactly want to 
back down and prove him right about her. So, after a moment, she asked: 


“Whose side are you on, anyway?” 
“Neither. I stand with a third party,” Tirion replied. 
Rosanna pressed further. “Your family?” 


“Yes. Oh, not family by blood. It’s not a thing one can explain in a few 
words.” 


“Then what do you want? Why were you sent here?” 


“To investigate — which I have done.” Tirion continued to focus on the 
console as he answered her questions, looking rather like an unimpressed 
adult entertaining the questions of a child. 
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Before she could even ask her next question, he elaborated: 


“T am stuck here, as you are. Los sabotaged by timeship, I cannot leave, 
and for some reason, I also cannot contact my superiors.” 


Rosanna thought for a moment, then. “You didn’t answer my question”. 
Tirion glared annoyedly at her again and she repeated: 

“Why are you still protecting me?” 

“I do not owe you an explanation, human.” Tirion raised his claws to 


emphasize his point. “Just be thankful I am protecting you. I could easily 
choose otherwise; you would not be the first human to become my prey.” 


Rosanna backed up. 


She’d gotten so comfortable talking to him she’d forgotten he was still 
some kind of dinosaur. She recalled the pain of her three deaths all the more 
acutely; he could easily do the same thing to her that the other creatures 
had, and odds were that she wouldn’t get a fifth chance. She’d heard of 
miracles coming in threes, but no more than that. 


Tirion didn’t seem bothered by her sudden fear of him; instead, he 
strode to the far end of the room, wherein the air itself opened up again and 
the snow-covered clearing reappeared. 


“Do not follow me,” he said, turning back. “Stay here. You know the 
rules”. 

“Why can tI follow you?” 

“You would only be a burden to me,” Tirion replied flatly before 
disappearing into the tear in the air, which sealed shut behind him. 


Rosanna lay back on her bed. Was she a prisoner now? It felt that way, 
with how he spoke to her. But then again, he had bothered to forbid her to 
leave, which implied there was nothing physically keeping her here. She 
wasn’t locked in. Then again — where would she go? 


She recognised now his threat was empty; he would not have bothered 
to save her if just the slightest question would convince him to kill her, and 
he would have sent her on her way if she was truly that annoying — not 
kept her in here. 


Yet it was clear he really didn’t like her either, so what was it? 
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For that matter, what was he? He wasn’t a ‘raptor’. He only vaguely 
resembled the three kinds of such dinosaur she’d seen. And his hands had 
thumbs like a human. 


Of course, all these questions were distractions from the sinking feeling 
in her chest that she’d never see her family or friends again, never celebrate 
Christmas again, not as she had been planning to do. They’d never even 
know what happened to her. If Tirion had been right about history, they’d 
all die too... everyone would. Everyone had. 


Her whole world had ended, she had just been the first to go. 


Then, in truth, she had nothing to fear from Tirion, she realised. She 
was already dead, in some sense, and even if she wasn’t... how much 
would she lose now if she died? Certainly not her Jife, that was gone 
already. 


She resisted the urge to cry, for the moment at least. There would be 
plenty of time for that later. For now, her one shot at getting home was if 
Tirion were to take her back in his... time thingy. If he could even fix it, 
that was, and, of course, if there even was a home to go back to anymore — 
but a faint hope was better than nothing. 


She glanced back over at the egg that lay next to her bed, the source of 
her troubles and yet now the only thing she had left from before. Her only 
link back to her time. And still, deep down, she wondered why the note had 
called it important. 


She’d have plenty of time to think; already had done over the last day, 
but plenty more as the days went on. 


KK 3K 


Tirion had returned a few hours later, with nary a scratch on him in 
spite of the world out there. He had not entertained any of her questions that 
time, though he did at least admit he should not have threatened her. 


And so the routine began. Every day Tirion would work on the controls, 
go out for a while, return, and work on his timeship. Rosanna would get a 
few questions in when he felt in the mood, but the rest of the time she was 
left to her own devices — though he did at least provide her with more food 
and drink, fresh changes in clothes and a few puzzles to stop her from going 
out of her mind with boredom. Perhaps that was because he was afraid she 
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would start fiddling with the controls to stave off the tedium. Every day, at 
any rate, she would ask to go outside, and every day she was refused. 


Five days ticked by before the routine changed. 


That afternoon, Tirion did not stride back in with his usually impatient 
swagger. Instead, he stumbled through the gateway, collapsing to the floor 
as the portal snapped shut behind him. 

“Tirion!” 

Rosanna called out to him even as she ran to him from her sitting 
position on the bed. He collapsed as the last of his strength left him, and she 
crouched next to him, looking over his body. The black colour of his scales 
and general reptile biology precluded her noticing any bruising easily, but 
made the red trickles of blood that flowed from his many cuts all the more 
obvious. 


The most significant of these wounds was a large bite across much of 
his back; the teeth had cut painfully deep. She was reluctant to check his 
head or approach his claws, as one wrong bite or swipe would be instantly 
fatal. 


“Oh god —” she sobbed, panicking then, realising she’d spoken 
aloud, decided to keep talking. “T-tirion, you’re hurt! Is there anything I can 
do?” 


The voice that came through was much weaker than usual, more a 
suggestion in her mind that distinguishable speech. “Medical kit... inside 
the shrine... must find...” 


Was he talking to her, or to himself? Did she even realise he was 
addressing her? Rosanna knew one of his rules had been not to enter the 
shrine, but she couldn’t just let him die, not after he’d saved her life. She’d 
have to take the risk. 


She ran over to the shrine, opening it to find not a closet, but a full 
room — a mixture of a gothic house and the sort of space the phrase ‘ritual 
shrine’ had previously led her to imagine, with an altar at the centre. The 
edges of the room were covered in shelves, lined with a mixture of what she 
assumed to be trophies. It was an eclectic collection; she glimpsed some 
kind of taser, a knife coated in dried blood, a scorched robot head, a 
glowing white gem, the skull of some kind of giant bat. Yet there were also 
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items of practical use: money of some kind, rope, a few tools she didn’t 
understand and, yes! A white box of what seemed to be medical supplies. 


Picking it up, she ran back out of the shrine and returned to Tirion’s 
side. “I got the supplies!” 


Tirion seized the box from her hands with his claw and popped it open, 
withdrawing some kind of futuristic-looking scanner. He held it out to her 
and transmitted: 

“Run this over the injuries”. 

Rosanna took the scanner and pressed it down upon one of the cuts on 
Tirion’s back; withdrawing it revealed the cut to have been sealed, as if it 
were never there. 


“How did it...?” 


She stopped herself. Not the time. She tested it on one of the deeper 
tooth-marks from the bite, but the result was the same, the body knit itself 
back together. 


It took Rosanna only about ten minutes or so to cover every injury, and 
once she was finished, Tirion immediately bolted into his shrine. 


He emerged a few minutes later, teeth red with what Rosanna could 
only assume was blood. His explanation had a hurried, stilted quality to it, 
the thoughts still more immediate than his usual cultured mode of speech: 


“That device heals quickly, but it used my own strength to do it, I 
needed to regain my strength.” 


“You didn’t, like, eat a person in there did you?” 


“No, no,” he reassured her, voice more controlled now. “No. My 
timeship provides a facsimile of prey, as it does for your food.” 


“Well, I only ask because of the — um —” 


“Because of my collection? Why do you think I did not want you to go 
inside? I wanted to keep you at least somewhat comfortable. You could not 
be comfortable around me if you knew what I was capable of” 


“You’re a dinosaur, I’m pretty sure I already knew. Not that a wall of 
blood-covered trophies was reassuring...” 


“Then why did you help me?” 
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“Because you saved me, so you can’t be all bad, right?” 


Tirion seemed to smile for a moment. “You know, you’re the first 
human who has ever thought that of me.” Then his expression grew darker. 


Rosanna knew not to press him any further there. So, instead, she 
merely told him: “Well, if you ever want to talk, I’m here alright”. 


Tirion chuckled dryly, as if something was specifically funny to him, 
but whatever it was, he did not share it. Instead he turned, and disappeared 
back into the shrine. 


KK 3K 


It was the following morning, when he emerged, that everything truly 
changed. 


Tirion was far more receptive to her questions than he usually was, and 
explained some things in a manner she could understand this time, instead 
of deliberately obfuscating it as had been his way. 


For one thing, she finally understood what he meant by paradox: a 
contradiction in history. Not, actually, an impossible thing, but a forbidden 
one, an offence against the ‘rationality’ the Initiators so prized. Like 
someone travelling back in time and killing one’s own grandfather before 
their parent could be born. Of course, he clarified, the theory was far more 
complex than that, especially in a war of the scale of the one they were 
caught up in. 

The biggest change, however, happened when Tirion was due to head 
outside. 


“Ts that really a good idea?” Rosanna found herself asking. “Remember 
yesterday, Tirion.” 


“I assure you,” he reported, “my opponent fared much worse. Even 
assuming it yet lives, it shall not bother us again.” 


“Can I at least come with you?” 


Tirion looked over his shoulder; she thought she detected a hint of 
sadness, as well as impatience, when he repeated: “You know the answer 
already”. 


“Except you won’t explain why.” 
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Tirion merely turned back to the open gateway and said: “You may be a 
paradox, which grants you immunity to the changes out there, but you still 
cannot see them as I do. You cannot fee/ the shifts in the fabric of all things. 
You are not a witch, a time-sensitive — you do not understand non- 
linearity. The environment will be hostile to your very nature’’. 


“What do you mean?” 


“The number of time streams converging out there are far more than 
just the three you have seen. Sometimes the changes happen slowly, 
sometimes quickly, but I have seen dinosaurs the size of buildings, 
civilisations of lizard people and even of humans appear, then vanish just as 
quickly. One moment you will be alone in a forest, the next right in the 
striking distance of a hunting predator. I can sense the changes, you 
cannot.” 


Rosanna stepped forward. “I’d rather risk it than stay stuck in here. If I 
really can never go home... I’d like to at least do something.” 


Tirion looked almost impressed “Very well, if that is your choice. But 
stay close to me and do what I say.” 


Rosanna nodded, then Tirion turned and the gateway opened. As they 
passed through and out into the freshly snow covered clearing, Rosanna 
asked: 


“How do you open that?” 


“T was given the chronogenetic markers to interact with the Initiator’s 
technology, it is how I can pilot my own timeship.” 


“I’m just going to pretend that made sense,” Rosanna admitted, before 
looking to the forest around her. The white snow reflected the morning sun 
up into the evergreen leaves of the trees, giving them a glow even from 
underneath. 


It wasn’t quite the same, but it did remind her of home. She really had 
been looking forward to Christmas, and she sighed heavily at the fact she’d 
never get to have it. Stranded in the distant past, how could she? 


Tirion led her to the edge of the forest, overlooking the plains. There 
were several crested dinosaurs, walking slowly across the plains through the 
snow. 


“Be quiet,” he ordered, “‘and observe.” 
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Rosanna obeyed, crouching down behind a bush as she watched on. 
Every single time something changed, it startled her, as if there was some 
kind of fundamental wrongness to it. 


But as she began to focus on the changes themselves, as well as the 
dinosaurs that inhabited each changed history, she began to deduce a few 
things about the three histories that had affected her. 


Tirion remained silent, observing, for almost two hours as herds came 
and went and dinosaurs hunted one another. It was much to Rosanna’s 
surprise that she was also able to do so — she’d always turned down her 
friends’ invites to nature-watching, thinking it sounded boring. 


It was around that two-hour mark that Tirion finally interrupted the 
silence. 


“That is enough for today; follow”. 
“Do you do that every day?” 

“Yes.” He set off back for the clearing. 
“Why?” 


“T am trying to figure out the effects of the Time Anchor on history. I 
use its controls, then observe the results” 


“Any luck?” Rosanna asked, hiding the fact she still didn’t really 
understand what he meant by that. 


Tirion shook his head, “Did you see anything?” 
“T did notice a couple things about the dinosaurs” 
“Oh?” Tirion turned back in interest. 


Rosanna said “There are three versions of them, yeah? The lizards, the 
birds, and the half-and-half?” 


Tirion nodded, interested. 


“The lizards seemed stupider, the one that attacked me in my house was 
tripping over itself to get to me, and the herds of them on the field tended to 
fight a lot more compared to the others. The birds, or well the more birdlike 
ones, the big long-necked ones out there could hardly be called actual birds, 
were more curious and social. And tend to generally be smaller and rely on 
speed to hunt. Not all of them, but especially the raptors.” 
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Tirion nodded. “And the third group?” 

“The third group are not as aggressive as the lizards, and far smarter. 
But you know that, don’t you? You’re one of them. Or at least, something 
similar” 

“Something similar.” 

Then he turned and the split in the air opened in front of him as the two 
passed back into the hull of the Time Anchor. 

“I’m impressed,” he confessed. “I’d have expected you to take longer to 
figure out that stuff. Perhaps I underestimated you, human.” 

“T have a name you know,” Rosanna replied. 

“IT know,” he said flatly. “I did not care to learn it before.” 

“And that’s changed, has it?” she said with a slight smirk. 

“Perhaps.” 

“Rosanna,” she said. “Rosanna Marlow” 

Tirion nodded. “Very well... Rosanna’. 


As he returned to his shrine, he added: “You did alright, for a non-time 
sensitive. Good job.” 


Then he disappeared inside, leaving her on her own once again — but 
she had gotten used to it by now. She spent the next hour or so imagining 
Christmas Day, the one she never got to have, before that got too 
overwhelming and she returned to the stuff Tirion had provided for 
entertainment. But the thoughts of Christmas never truly left her mind. 


* ok 3K 


Her saviour’s newly amiable demeanour sustained itself over the next 
few days. Instead of treating her like a child, as he had been doing before, 
Tirion treated her more like a student, inferior only in specific knowledge 
rather than capacity for understanding. 


Though grasping the specifics of the “time stuff’ was still far beyond 
her, she’d at least begun to fully comprehend what was going on outside, 
and how this machine was causing it, albeit in a vague sense. 


It was a late afternoon as Tirion and Rosanna sat on a rock at the edge 
of the plain, overlooking the snow filled valley below. The river ran through 
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the centre, carving out the rock before widening out further downstream 
into a drinking pool in which all the dinosaurs congregated. The amount of 
peace at that location depended on the version of history that was dominant 
at the time, as the full reptiles fought far more often than the others. 


The low-hanging sun cast a yellow glow up the valley, as well as on the 
rock on which they sat — keeping it warm even as the rest of the land was 
coated in white and cold. 


“This view, it really is beautiful, you know,” Rosanna commented, 
sighing in what was almost contentment. She’d still rather be home, with 
her family, obviously. But this view was something she could never have 
hoped to dream of in all her life. 


“Oh, trust me, I know,” Tirion said. “I will never forget this.” 


Rosanna turned to him. She hadn’t fully expected the dinosaur to 
understand natural beauty. He picked up on this. 


“What?” His tone, she realised, was more jovial than she’d ever heard 
him to be. “You’re surprised the big bad raptor appreciates a good view?” 


“Ts that what you are?” Rosanna asked. 


Tirion paused for a moment. “Not entirely,” he admitted. “You’ve seen 
my gestures, my claws. Surely you can guess.” 


The answer was obvious, once it was all laid out like that. Scientifically 
absurd, from what she knew; but obvious. “Human,” she said. “You’re... 
part-human. Aren’t you?” 


Tirion nodded. 


She sat there for a moment, processing the thought. She’d assumed that 
there was a whole species of beings like Tirion — that “family” of his — 
but he had said they weren’t blood-kin, and none of the flickering 
civilisations of humanoids out in the valley had looked like he did. 


But if that was so — 
“Then,” she asked out loud, “why did you say you didn’t like humans?” 


“Because humans kept me in the dark and the cold for years, growing 
up. Then tried to kill me when I wasn’t of any use. I didn’t even know 
anyone other than myself was even real, in the way I was, for a very long 
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time.” He growled as he recalled it, the pain and hunger and darkness and 
fear. 


“It’s alright... I kept to myself, you weren’t to know,” Tirion conceded, 
then he turned to her and explained. “I was born in a tributary reality, an 
offshoot of this Universe where things went differently. An aberration, 
according to the Causal Initiators; they hate what they cannot control. Were 
it not for the intervention of my family, I would have died in that reality, 
never knowing even daylight, let alone... anything like this.” 


“Your family — they saved you, and yet...” 


“And yet I don’t seem that fond of them,” he finished the thought. 
“True, and well-observed. They didn’t adopt me out of kindness. They 
thought I was interesting — useful. I was a weapon and I was willing to let 
them direct me. They never trusted me, I think,” Tirion said, musing on the 
thought even as he said it out loud. “Even Reinbrand always judged me, and 
he was a chronogenetically corrupted serial killer before he joined us.” 


“Well, if it helps — / trust you,” Rosanna said. 


Tirion looked at her, surprised. “...Thank you,” he allowed. “But you 
really shouldn’t.” 


“Because you’re a dinosaur,” Rosanna joked, “or because of the trophy 
wall?” 


“My collection isn’t all trophies, you know,” he replied. “Reinbrand 
gave me that knife when I first picked him up in the 80s. It may not have 
meant much to him but it was the only gift anyone’s ever given me.” 


Rosanna laughed a little. “That’s... quite sweet, really.” 
Tirion smiled back, then said: 


“We had better get going. I still need to work on my timeship. I’m 
getting somewhere, I think. Mind you, without any power, I’m not going 
anywhere even when I finish repairs. Los made sure of that.” 


He stood up from the rock and stepped down into the snow. Rosanna 
followed, but found herself asking another question. Tirion had always 
ignored it, but things were changing, quite decisively. 


“Who is Los anyway? Why’d he sabotage your ship?” 
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The question seemed to amuse Tirion. “I don’t know why Los does 
what he does,” he said. “Nobody does. He is...”» He paused, in what she 
knew was an effort to find the right human word to translate the concept in 
his head, for fear of what beaming the concept itself into her mind might do 
to her. “...1mpossible to figure out,” he said at last. “Too many layers... 
He’s lived too many different lives. I have always found entities like him 
frustrating.” 


“Multiple lives?” she asked. “Like the dinosaurs’ different timelines?” 


“Yes, and no,” Tirion replied as they trudged through the snow. “Los is 
a heavenly blacksmith, a Causal Initiator, but he’s more than that. He says 
he was bound to that human form — calls himself the direct reincarnation 
of the founder Urthona, who, legend says, abandoned his position at 
Urizen’s side and disappeared from history.” 


Tirion paused as they climbed over a log, helping her down, then started 
again. His tone was at once sceptical and faintly awed. 


“A common story, believe it or not,” he said. “There are many who lay 
claim to the title of reincarnation of Urthona. But I wonder. Los... is not 
bound by the laws, the rules, even the bodies of the Initiators. He walks 
through history, altering it where he pleases... I call him a ‘he’, but even 
that is inaccurate. I’ve only ever met him in male manifestations, but Los 
has taken all manner of forms. Humans of all shapes and all genders — 
reptilians, raptors like the ones I was bred from — stranger things, even. 
Living corpses, digital things...” 

“Quite the character.” 


“You could say that,” Tirion laughed bitterly. “Even my family feared 
him. At various points, Los has campaigned both for and against every side 
in this Cosmic War. The Archons and the Tyrants and the Mammoths and 
the... well, some say he’s led all of them, too. Some even say he’ll be the 
end of the War, that he’ll destroy the Cathedral of Time, its enemies, 
everything. Even himself. Crack the Heavens across, from immense to 
immense — until just the mortal world is left.” He shrugged. “But people 
say a lot of things.” 


“If he’s so big and important,” she asked once she was sure he’d 
finished, “why’d he target you?” 
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“That’s the thing — I don’t know. We have encountered one another a 
few times. In our first, he was in the form of...” Again a pause as he found 
the right words, which were anything but what Rosanna had expected. “He 
was a small, hyperactive, birdlike rat species.” Tirion nodded to himself, 
then continued. “I was wary of the humans present, but I didn’t recognise 
his machinations until far too late, and I failed in my mission because of 
him. But I had the sense that he was not truly interested in me or my family, 
and denying us our goal was just a by-product. The next few manifestations 
I met, including the one who sabotaged my ship, were human in shape. 
Once, he even aided us. But as always, we were clearly not his main focus. 
Not until the sabotage.” 


Rosanna nodded, suppressing her laughter at imagining a small rodent 
of some kind outwitting the scary-looking talking dinosaur in front of her. 
“So what’s to stop him coming back and smashing up your ship again, even 
if you did get power?” 


“Nothing, really, but I can’t just never try to leave,” Tirion replied. He 
sighed. “At least if I get my timeship repaired, Pll hopefully be able to 
actually get a message through to my family and get rescued before he does 
anything else.” 


The two fell silent at that, though not one of awkwardness, but more 
one that indicated they’d told one another all that had come to mind. 


Once again, as her feet plunged rhythmically into the snow, Rosanna 
thought of Christmas. Tirion likely never had one, if he even knew what it 
was. She couldn’t have her own Christmas, but maybe, just maybe, she 
could give a little bit of that spirit to him. 


After the life he seemed to have lived, constantly fighting or being 
controlled by people much more powerful than him, he could do with a 
little kindness, she thought. 


Kk 3K 


It took several more days to properly assemble something. After all, 
being in the Cretaceous meant she couldn’t go out and buy anything, nor 
find anything truly worthwhile outside, so it came down to her making it 
herself. Which became a game of slipping a small amount of crafting 
material into requests for more stuff to do, whilst concealing what she was 
actually working on. 
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It wasn’t ambitious; she’d never been very good at art. There was a 
reason, after all, she’d become an accountant and not an artist or writer or 
musician. 


So ultimately she’d settled for some kind of snowglobe. She’d seen 
them as tacky as a kid, but had later grown to appreciate them, especially 
handmade ones. Hopefully Tirion would as well. 


She’d carved out a little environment, with a few trees and a small 
sculpture of Tirion himself — as close as she could emulate him with her 
lack of sculpting experience. 


It was a few days’ job — she’d had plenty of time to work when he 
wasn’t around, as, even though they would talk for a while, she did not go 
out every day like she’d asked before; nor did that talk interrupt his work on 
the Anchor or his ship. 


Finally, late one night, she finished it. A simple gift, but she hoped 
Tirion would at least understand the significance. 


And so, for the first time in over a week, Rosanna Marlow went back to 
sleep dreaming of Christmas day. Not the one she’d originally been 
deprived of, but Christmas nonetheless. 


oe ae 
The following morning, when Tirion emerged from his shrine, Rosanna 


did not say “Good morning”. She said two words she’d been longing to say 
for over a year: 


“Merry Christmas”’. 
“T do not understand,” Tirion responded, taken aback. 


Rosanna found it oddly adorable, this large vicious looking dinosaur 
frozen like a deer in headlights. Unsure of what was even going on. 


“Tt’s a holiday,” she began to explain. 


“IT know that,” he interrupted, “but you do not even know what day of 
the year it is. How can it be Christmas?” 


“IT don’t know if it’s the 25th of December,” she replied. “And I don’t 
care, either. It was Christmas Eve when this all started, which is good 
enough for me. I just figured if I couldn’t have Christmas myself, I could at 
least give you this.” 
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She produced the snowglobe from behind her back and handed it to 
Tirion, who held it up to his eye in confusion. 


“What does it do?” 
“Shake it,” Rosanna said invitingly. 


Tirion did so, and the small white specks swirled around and fell, 
reasonably approximating a gentle snowfall, around the trees and tiny 
model raptor inside. 


“You... made this?” Tirion asked. 


Rosanna nodded. “Yeah, for you. You saved my life, and put up with 
my questions for more than a week now. You could’ve left me, no one 
would’ve known or cared if you did, but you still helped me. I wanted to 
thank you.” 


Tirion paused, unsure how to take it in. Eventually, he spoke: “Rosanna, 
you did not have to do this.” 


“TI know. I chose to.” 


“Then thank you,” he accepted. “I appreciate your gift. Though I... 
admit I still don’t understand its function”. 


Rosanna laughed a little. “It’s decorative. Could look right dandy 
between the bloody knife and the taser, don’t you think?” 


Tirion smiled back, recognising the joke, and took the globe back into 
his shrine. He reappeared moments later, suddenly looking almost 
embarrassed: 


“Er — you'll forgive me if I put 1t away whilst I work —” 


“Yeah sure, I get it. Figuring this thing out is important,’ Rosanna 
replied. 


Tirion marched over to the panel to begin working. A minute later, he 
paused, and looked at her again: 


“How do you feel? I only ask, of course,” he lid, “because I said I 
intended to keep you comfortable.” 


“To be honest, I miss my home, my friends and family. But none of 
that’s your fault. You’ve treated me... well, not perfectly, but well enough”. 


“T did threaten to eat you”. 
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“Well enough except for that,” Rosanna reiterated, before asking: “You 
wouldn’t have done it, right?” 


“Of course not, saving you only to kill you would’ve been a waste of 
both our times. I’d have let you take your chances out there if I didn’t care”’. 


“Why do you care?” Rosanna asked. It was the same question she’d 
asked back then, but now Tirion was more receptive. 


“Because all my life ’ve been directed to destroy. Just once, I wanted 
to protect, to help, rather than just hurt. Like she did.” 


“She?” 
“Someone I barely knew... a very long time ago,” Tirion said. 
Back to cryptic; oh well. 


Then he paused, as the Time Anchor’s controls let out a sound and a 
panel opened up in the side of the central computer. 


“Chronogenetics...” he emitted with dawning understanding, breathing 
out with his real mouth as he did so, perfectly matching the surprised tone. 
“This thing has been stuffed with redundant chronogenetics. That’s why the 
dinosaurs outside are changing, someone fed the Anchor the chronogenetics 
of multiple kinds of dinosaur — it can’t figure out which one it’s supposed 
to follow and impose, so it keeps switching. Changing its mind as to which 
one is real.” 


“Chronogenetics?” 


“Their data sets — their bio-data sets,” Tirion rephrased. “It’s what 
everything’s made of. Think of it as space-time DNA... a code, or sample, 
that can be used to extrapolate and read your very essence — your form, 
your history, everything that makes you you. Or that makes a spade a spade; 
it’s not just for living things. And, if you’ve got the right technology, you 
can rewrite it.” He closed the panel. “Well, now we know why it’s all 
changing. We just need to figure out what to do with that knowledge, and 
we'll be home free.” He stood there for a moment, staring at the closed 
panel, then abruptly turned to face Rosanna completely. “Ahem. Would you 
be willing to come with me for a walk? I need to think.” 


“You know what? Sure,” Rosanna replied with a smile. “Christmas 
wouldn’t be complete without snow.” 
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Tirion opened the Time Anchor’s exit and the two emerged into the 
snow-filled clearing. This time, it was lightly snowing, and the sky was 
darker and more foreboding, heralding the approach of a snowstorm or 
something to that effect. 


Not far from the portal, a small group of the birdlike raptors were 
picking at the mid-sized remains of a crested dinosaur — but they scattered 
as Tirion turned in their direction. Moments later, the entire grim scene 
vanished as history changed yet again. 


Rosanna noted that, but had grown far too used to it for it to faze her. 


“Say,” she wondered aloud as they walked past the spot where the 
carcass had been, “if the histories are changing, one after the other after the 
other. Then why do I remember all three of my deaths at all times, instead 
of just one?” 


“You're different,” Tirion replied. “You’re the sheath echo of a paradox 
— you experienced all three histories at once, somehow, not just one. Out 
here, the anchor is keeping only one dominant at a time.” 


Rosanna just nodded, taking his word that what he’d said made sense. 
The temporal mechanics stuff was still far beyond her. 


Throughout the forest and plains, dinosaurs wandered sluggishly — the 
lizard ones moved far slower than the others due to the cold affecting them 
more. 


“Is it me,” Rosanna asked, “or are the changes getting slower than they 
used to be? Is that your doing, with all that fiddling?” 


“No,” he replied. “That was already happening. Actually, I’ve been 
trying to stop it. It’s... Were I a Causal Initiator, I would desperately want 
one of these histories to take dominance over the others. I’d feed some 
chronogenetic information into the machine and allow it to make its choice, 
solidify one history and discard the others. And — the Anchor’s barely 
intelligent, it wasn’t designed for that, but 1t wants to serve their designs. 
Leave it long enough, it will make its mind up, and erase the surplus data. 
But — I don’t want that to happen.” 


“Then what do you want to do?” 
“Allow the histories to coexist, allow all three to develop on their own.” 


“Is that even possible?” 
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“Not in their current state,” he replied, “but if I could angle them just 
right — if the Cretaceous became a true paradox like you are — then 
maybe...” 


Just then there was a growl — harsh, like the one from the lizard-raptor, 
but deeper. The voice of something bigger. 

Rosanna and Tirion turned to see a large, scarred lizard. With mid- 
length, three-fingered claws and a jaw big enough to crush a human 
instantly. 

Rosanna recognised this one from school, it was the most famous of the 
dinosaurs. Tyrannosaurus. 


But its injuries... 
“That’s what attacked you before, wasn’t it?” 


“It got me by surprise, I wasn’t paying attention to the shifts in history. I 
fought it off after I noticed.” 


“Well it doesn’t seem too happy about it,” Rosanna commented as the 
lumbering, yet angry dinosaur began to charge the two of them. 

Tirion pushed Rosanna to the ground and said: “Get down and stay 
down.” 

The Tyrannosaur snapped at Tirion but he rolled backwards and 


dropped to a quadrupedal stance, snarling at the larger predator in a way 
that made Rosanna almost forget he was anything other than a big raptor. 


He ran towards the Tyrannosaur and ducked under its next strike, before 
clambering up onto its back. To Rosanna’s confusion, several slashes began 
to open up across the dinosaur, even in places Tirion didn’t strike it with the 
claws upon his hands or feet. 

The Tyrannosaur wailed out in pain and threw Tirion off; he landed on 
his claws. 


“There,” he began, “that should —” 


He never finished the thought. Suddenly the Tyrannosaur looked 
completely different. Uninjured, small two-fingered hands — and a larger, 
but boxier and less openly lizard-like head. 


“Get back to the clearing, now!” 
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Rosanna nodded, then ran as, in the distance, the fighting began anew. 


Pretty much as soon as Rosanna reached the clearing, Tirion burst from 
the trees as well, followed by a third version of the Tyrannosaurus, stockier 
and slightly smaller than the previous one, with a lipped jaw rather than 
open teeth like the other two, and arms that curved inwards rather than 
downwards. So much for the shifts slowing down, Rosanna thought — it 
was a trend, not an exact science. 


It, too, was uninjured, but to her relief, Tirlon was too. He walked 
backwards slowly, eyeing the predator down until, behind him, the air 
parted once more. 

Tirion gestured to Rosanna who ducked through the gateway, followed 
by Tirion. 

Through the doorway, Rosanna saw the Tyrannosaur charge just as the 
gateway snapped shut behind them. 

“See what I meant, now,” Tirion commented, “about it being dangerous 
out there?” 


Rosanna was panting from the exertion. “Yeah — I get it — not how I 
was expecting to spend a Christmas walk.” 

“You get used to this kind of thing,” Tirion replied. 

“Helps to have claws of your own, I’Il bet,” she said, grabbing a tissue 


and wiping some sweat from her brow. But she said with a grin. “Well. 
Anyway. You saw how different they all were, yeah?” 


Tirion nodded. “They moved and hunted completely differently, the 
general attack was the same but the first was slow and vulnerable, the 
others were much faster’. 


“Top marks.” Rosanna fell back down on her bed. “That was... pretty 
impressive, you know. Fighting off all three of them the way you did.” 


“T was holding back, but thank you”. 


Rosanna’s eyes were then drawn to her egg, sitting there on a pillow 
next to her bed, as it had since she set it up. Unmoving and unhatching. She 
reached out, and found that it was, at least, still warm to the touch. 


“Uh, Tirion, is this thing supposed to still be like this?” 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


Tirion walked over, lowering his head to look at the egg with unfeigned 
interest. “It’s a paradox too,” he concluded. “It came from where you did. It 
can’t hatch, because if it did hatch, what would come out? Reality doesn’t 
know, so it’s taking the easy way out and not telling us at all until it makes 
up its mind.” 

“Shame,” she mused. “I was kind of looking forward to seeing a baby 
raptor”. 


“We’re menaces growing up,” Tirion chuckled, “you know that, right?” 


Rosanna laughed a little. 


“The Tyrannosaurus won’t leave the area for a while,” Tirion said, 
serious again. “So, I am going to go work on my timeship. I almost have it 
repaired, I should be done in a few hours”. 

“Then what?” 

“Then I call for help and figure out what to do next whilst I wait.” 

“If your family have time machines, why would you have to wait?” 

Tirion sighed a little “Just because they can theoretically arrive 
immediately, doesn’t mean they will. Some of the... younger generations 
aren’t very good at controlling the timeships.” He turned back to his shrine, 
then added: “Once they arrive, you are going to have to decide what you 
want to do too, Rosanna. I can try and take you back home, but I have no 
idea if your time even still exists at all — and even if it does, would you 
want to return to your extinction? It’II all still be slated to happen. Return of 
the dinosaurs, end of the world. You might have your Christmas Day, but 
little more than that.” 


“Can’t you do something about that?” 


“Not without the Initiators noticing, the interference to history would be 
too significant,” Tirion replied. “I’m... sorry.” 


Rosanna nodded, though she didn’t fully accept it. She hoped she could 
somehow save humanity or — something. 


But what if she couldn’t, what would she do then? 


Tirion entered his shrine and Rosanna lay back on her bed. What would 
she do next? 
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She couldn’t just stay here, alone — she’d never figured out the knack 
for getting out of the Anchor on her own, and even if she did she’d not last 
a day out there. 


And yet, would she really be willing to be dropped back off in her time, 
just to die, or at best survive in some kind of post-apocalyptic world full of 
dinosaurs? Tirion had a point when he’d mentioned that. She might as well 
stay here if that was the plan. 


But then what was the alternative? Go with Tirion, join his family? He 
didn’t seem to like them, and she’d always miss her friends, her actual 
family, her job, her house. 

What to do? 

She had to make a choice. But none of the options were any good. 


Distracting herself, she took apart one of the puzzles Tirion had left for 
her and started it again. 


She got about half way through the puzzle when she heard the voice. It 
echoed through the Time Anchor as if coming from the very air itself, and it 
spoke with an authority Rosanna dared not question, in spite of her literally 
having no idea where it came from. 


“Attention, child of the House of the Fallen. This 1s Commander 
Azdrin. You will relinquish the Time Anchor and surrender.” 

House of the Fallen? What did that mean? 

Tirion emerged from his shrine, startled. He leapt over to the controls 
— but they didn’t work properly, they were locked down. 

“What’s going on?” 


“War fleet, Causal Initiators,” he transmitted; his telepathic voice was in 
a state of jumbled panic, the words reaching her in no order at all. “Over 
the, got to, it’s the, go, the Causal Initiators they’re here, over the planet the 
fleet —”’ He let out a roar with his real voice — overwhelmed, not 
aggressive. 


“Well — can’t we do something?” 


“My ship has no power,” he transmitted with emphasis, calming 
himself down to a manageable level. “And even if we could take off, we’d 
never escape that.” 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


Something flashed up on the screen in front of Tirion. 


“They’re preparing to feed mass amounts of chronogenetic information 
directly into the anchor,” he said glumly. 


“You said that’ ll pick a version of the dinosaurs right?” 


“A version of history, but yes. They will cast the others aside and leave 
one version of reality standing as the one true history. One we won’t be a 
part of.” 


“And what if we just surrender? What happens then?” 


“T am a resident of a tributary reality. My very existence is an affront to 
them. You’re a paradox, it will be even more so after they resolve the Time 
Anchor. They will wipe both of us from history if they get us, we will never 
have lived” 


“Oh great. So it’s erasure or... erasure?” 


“There’s nothing we can do,” Tirion replied, defeatedly. “I’m sorry. I 
hoped this wouldn’t happen, that they’d be too busy to detect the anomaly 
maybe they wouldn’t have if I'd let the Anchor resolve on its own... if 
I'd left it alone... but I couldn’t destroy all those possible worlds just for 
our safety.” He sighed. “I’m sorry,” he repeated. 


“Tt’s... it’s not your fault,” she said weakly. 


Rosanna stared at her friend — could she call him that, by now? Surely 
yes. He looked so despairing. She just felt like the whole situation was 
unreal. Funny; you’d think having died three times already would help the 
reality of the fourth time sink in, but no such luck. Yet her rational mind 
could see no way out of this bind. How could they escape a whole fleet of 
time machines using one powerless ritual ship and a control panel they 
couldn’t even use? 


Wait... wait. 
“Wait!” she shouted aloud. “That panel thing! Open it up!” 


“The chronogenetic extractor? But why? Whatever we put in will be 
subsumed by the Initiators’ sample.” 


“T don’t understand much about this place. But you said this thing was 
designed by these Initiators to make time happen in a certain way right?” 
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“Yes, that is the basic theory,” Tirion confirmed again. “But once the 
ultimatum expires, the Initiators will beam it more perfect data than 
anything we can give it — it'll settle on that, reboot itself, and delete any 
other instructions —” 


“Right,” Rosanna replied. “So we don’t wait for that, and we don’t try 
to give it perfect data. We reboot it first — after we give it this,” she said 
victoriously, holding up the egg. 


There was one tense moment when she worried that she’d just said 
something immeasurably stupid — then Tirion’s eyes lit up. 


“A paradox!” he shouted back at her, joyous. “Yes! Yes, that might 
work! Hold on —” 


He turned to the control panel and pressed a few buttons, and the hatch 
on the side of the central, tubular processing-bank clicked open. Rosanna 
placed the egg inside, and Tirion closed the hatch once more. 


Almost immediately, the Anchor’s lighting grew dark. Then there was a 
crunching as part of the wall folded inwards, making the room smaller in 
such a way that if Rosanna hadn’t known better, she would readily have 
assumed the space had always been that small. 


1°? 


“Quick, inside now 
her into his shrine. 


said Tirion, grabbing her by the hand and pulling 


Inside the main room, he immediately approached the altar at the 
centre. 


“We need to jump out of the Anchor before the paradox destroys it,” 
she said, “or we’ll be crushed too.” 


“T thought you said you didn’t have power;” Rosanna commented. 


“Ah, but that was before,” he replied with a manic glee. “Look at this 
place, what kind of power do you think it runs on? The energy from the 
paradox should be enough to get out of here.” 

“And the Initiators?” 

“The Initiators’ timeships hate paradox energy; they’ll be scrambled 
and flying blind. If we can slip out in that mess, they won’t be able to 
follow us. Now, don’t freak out, I’m not going feral — these ships, you 
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activate them using — passcodes. Ritual incantations, if you want to be 
florid.” 


Then Tirion began actually speaking, in what Rosanna assumed was his 
natural language, though it just sounded like the screeching of a raptor. 


At once, the room began to shake — except for the shelves which 
inexplicably remained completely motionless. Rosanna grabbed onto a 
stone pillar and closed her eyes as she rode out the turbulence. 


It seemed to last lifetimes, and no time at all. 
kk 


“You can... open your eyes now”’. 

“What happened?” 

“We got away. Thanks to you.” 

Rosanna glanced at the wall. 

“Tl take your word for it,” she said — “I can’t see a thing”. 


“Well, thanks to you, the Anchor destroyed itself, rendering the entire 
Cretaceous, and possibly even the Triassic and Jurassic before them, an 
unrepairable paradox. The Initiators’ only recourse will be to force history 
to reconverge at a later point. 


“But then what about my time? Isn’t it still a paradox?” 


“You got me there,” he admitted. “But — I owe you my entire 
existence, twice over. I'll see what I can do to prevent that. It’s — I wasn’t 
entirely clear, before. You have to understand, humanity wasn’t always 
destroyed in the 20th century. That was just a... possibility, one which was 
averted by an Initiator stepping in. Now it’s been changed, part of the War 
— by powers much greater than me — but maybe I could fix it back again. 
Or nudge things along, make someone else — hell, I'll figure something 
out. When I said I couldn’t help, I was a stranded failure, but now the two 
of us have just created a major inconvenience for the Causal Initiators 
themselves. Maybe we’re not as powerless as all that.” Tirion stood 
straighter, for a moment — then looked at her like an awkward puppy. “So! 
Do you... d’you want to come with me?” 


She exhaled in half-surprise — her smile both sad and melancholy. 
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“T appreciate the offer Tirion, I really do. If there wasn’t a War, if you 
were just asking me to travel...” She trailed off. “But you’ve told me what 
your life is like, and I know I could never deal with... all that. 1 — I’m not 
judging you, quite the opposite.” She gestured to the collection on the wall. 
“You had all that stuff happen to you and still came out on the other side 
willing to help me. That’s a strength I just don’t have.” 


Tirion nodded, disappointed, but understanding. 


“Well, Pl try my best to ensure you won’t have to die a fourth time,” he 
asserted again. “But as you said. The Cosmic War is... a lot. I cannot 
promise I’Il succeed.” 


“Hey, I believe,” said Rosanna, flashing another sad smile. “I think 
we’re owed a Christmas miracle.” 


Tirion turned back to his altar, and when he turned around again, 
Rosanna Marlow was gone. His hunch had been right; the egg had been at 
the centre of her paradox. That’s why she’d kept it with her; with the egg 
gone, she’d snapped back into her proper place in the timelines. 


His job, now, was to make sure that place wasn’t the end of her. 


He glanced back to his collection, where a small, hand-made snowglobe 
now glittered. Everything on that wall was a significant memory, be it from 
his early life or his many exploits with his family. But whatever happened 
next, the snowglobe would be, by far, the most precious. 


That, he knew for sure. 
eK OK 


The sun was shining through the curtains, and the chill of the cold 
outside air fogged up the windows. Instinctively, Rosanna Marlow pulled 
her covers up to her neck as she slowly awoke. 


At first, her thoughts were scattered. So far, so human. 


‘Its morning,’ her sluggish mind informed her — well, that was 
obvious. 


‘Work?’ Bad thought. No work today. 
‘Why no work today?’ 
Oh, right... Christmas. 
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It was Christmas Day. 


Getting changed, she neglected to brush her teeth, or do up her hair, at 
least for the morning — figuring she’d likely mess them both up anyway 
whilst opening and trying out her presents, or eating whatever passed for 
breakfast on the holidays. 


Leaving her pyjamas unfolded on the bed, she excitedly opened her 
bedroom door and rushed down the staircase to her living room. 


As the last of the sleepy haze left her, she readily noticed something 
which had not been there the night before. 


Underneath her Christmas tree, nestled in a pile of hay, was an egg. 
“What the...?” 


Rosanna walked over and bent down. The egg was larger than that of a 
chicken, or even a goose — and warmer, too. The shell was thicker and the 
overall shape was more elongated than any egg she had seen before. 


Next to the egg was a small white note, written on a tiny card embossed 
with unfamiliar circles and swirls across its boundary. 


‘I’m sorry,’ it read, ‘for the unpleasant experience I put you through, 
though I can assure you it was necessary. You have done me a favour, 
Rosanna Marlow; you have my thanks. This egg is your reward. Oh, and 
Merry Christma.’ 


The note was signed simply ‘Los’. 

Now why did that sound familiar? 

And then — 

She remembered. 

Los, the egg, Tirion, and the Cretaceous, and the paradox, and now... 


She looked out the window, but nothing was there. No lizard, no reptile, 
no bird. Nothing was wrong. Everything was fine. 


She ran to the kitchen and flicked on the radio, but it was playing 
Christmas carols. No evacuation. Whatever Tirion had done, he’d managed 
to prevent it. 


But Los, what did he mean by... 
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Rosanna was interrupted by a cracking noise, followed by a quiet high 
pitched calling. 


She ran back into her living room, only to pause in awe as a small baby 
bird with teeth stood up from the centre of the nest, still covered in bits of 
eggshell and wet muck.. As it noticed her, it began calling more fervently. 


A tiny baby raptor, and it was calling to her. 
Merry Christmas indeed, she told herself. 
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SCENE 3 


“Ah, Coloth! There you are!” 


Rich’s great feathered bulk shifted as his ruffled neck bent backwards. 
Gently, using only the very tip of his car-sized beak, he picked the cactus- 
boy by the scruff of his vegetal neck, and then set him down in the meadow, 
where he dropped down to a sitting position that had something of the 
potato sack. 


“It is Coloth, isn’t it? Not Callum?” asked Rich, suddenly self- 
conscious. He always got the two mixed up. Whose idea had it been to 
gather up a friend group with names like that? It was a wonder Auteur 
hadn’t gotten mixed up. 


“Yes, yes,” said the former Ulk-Ra, gathering himself into something 
that was not so much a crouch as an ape-like, quadrupedal stance. “Callum 
is the pink one.” 


“Right, yes,” Rich nodded again. “I knew that.” 
Now confident that he could do so without tossing his passenger in a 


random direction, Rich began to shake himself like a wet dog, casting off 
remaining clumps of white. 


““...Dear dear dear, bad business, this... But boy, am I glad you’re here. 
I couldn’t feel you anymore with all that snow — really thought I’d lost you 
as well.” 


“T reduced myself into the cube,” Coloth explained. “Like this.” 


With an effort of will, the hard-light form of the humanoid cactus 
disappeared, leaving only a small, emerald cube hovering in the air. A 
moment later, the cactus returned, first as a translucent outline, then once 


** EEE abQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


more as a physical being. This was his standard form, but he’d made 
himself /arger than he did when he was with Callum and Maritsa; not quite 
as tall as Rich, but far taller than a human being — about the size of one of 
the Birdhemoth’s huge chicken-legs. His yellow eyes looking up at Rich 
with a kind of bashful pride — a child unsure that he had done the right 
thing 

“So the wind would have less purchase on you, nestled between two of 
my semiplumes. Yes, of course. That was a clever thing you did there, boy, 
a clever thing.” 


“Ah — ah, good,” said Coloth. “Thanks.” 
He blinked up at the sun, and looked around the peaceful meadow. 


“Now, uhm. Where exactly are we?” 
ok ok 


Coloth. 


Maritsa turned the name, the thought of him over in her mind as she 
turned out the light a third time. Coloth Coloth Coloth. Please give me 
something about Coloth. She thought of her love for him, of the bad old 
days when it was her and Callum and Coloth against the world, of their 
bond, of how much she wanted him back. Coloth Coloth. Coloth. There had 
been a day like this, hadn’t there? Cold, stuck in a room. Not because of a 
mysterious snowstorm, of course; they’d just wound up on a floor that 
happened to be frozen over, full of arctic thrillers. 


When the lights came back on, she was surprised to see that her hands 
had closed around a simple binder, containing a few handwritten pages. 
Valid material? This? Truly? Her eyes glanced over the words — 


— ah. Still not what she was looking for. But the books clearly were 
responding, and you couldn’t simply perform a bibliomantic ritual and then 
not do the reading. She shared a long, wordless look with Callum as she 
handed him the page. His eyes scanned the first few lines — and he 
cringed. 


“1 — I don’t think I can read this one,” he admitted weakly. 


“Oh, come on,” she encouraged him, though she understood his 
sentiment perfectly. “It’s not as though it’s a tragedy. It’s — well, it ends 
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alright.” 
“But it’s us.” 


“This is bibliomancy, not random metafictional interference! The usual 
rules don’t apply.” 


“IT know, but it’s just... This is one of our moments. Maybe the first 
time we really — got close, you know? I don’t know if I want...” 


He glanced at the three guests. 


““... Strangers to hear it?” the snail finished for him. “We have names, 
you know.” 


“They know I do,” Sister Claret said with an elder’s practised cattiness. 
“T don’t remember you boys giving them yours...” 


The orifices on the disc-head pulsated in what might have been 
embarrassment or pique. None of them were really sure. “Ah. Quite right; I 
do apologise. J am Professor Vommm She’hayle, Dean of Literary Studies 
at the University of Lahul Velash. I came here seeking a first-edition copy 
of the writings of one of the greatest poets of my people — all were lost in 
the floods of 3318, you know. 3318 by the Scargotian Calendar, I mean to 
say, of course.” 


“Neat,” said the nun. “I was looking for some reference material on 
reincarnation. On Zeno’s Paradox.” 


“Oh, were you know,” the man in black spoke up. For just a moment his 
thin, cold lips seemed to have curled into a smile — but it vanished, like a 
glimpse of the sun in the middle of a snowstorm. 


“And you are?” Callum asked him, shooting him a confrontational look. 


“My name is not important,” he sneered back, a claim met with broad 
scepticism from the other occupants of the reading room. 


“Look, someone needs to read the story,” Maritsa asserted, returning to 
the original topic and speaking very pointedly to Callum. “Do you really 
want it to be one ofthem, instead of you or me?” 


He didn’t answer. She bit her lip — there was a sternness she had gotten 
used to assuming when a decision had to be made in the time since they’d 
known each other, because Callum could be so daft, and Coloth took 
everything so seriously that forcing him to make choices about anything at 
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all felt like cruelty. But she didn’t want to let herself turn into a /eader, 
forcing her friends to do things and then patting herself on the back for 
doing the “hard” job of delegating. She wondered, with terrible guilt, if she 
was coming too close to crossing that line. 


She sighed. 


“Fine. Forget about the cold, I'll do it. Hell, you must be called too. 
You’re wearing less fabric than / am.” 


“You're thinner though,” he argued. 

“About that,” Sister Claret cut in, “are you kids actually going to be 
alright in those beach outfits?” She patted her red robes. “I’ve got several 
layers on, you know. If you’re about to drop over from hypothermia, I could 
spare —” 

“No, no,” the kids said in tandem. 
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“You’re baseline,” Maritsa went on to explain, “and we’re... not 
“For us, it’s just a bit nippy, that’s all,” Callum confirmed. 
“Look, I’ll just begin the reading,” she ruled, a touch snappishly. 


She coughed for effect, and then regretted it as her genuinely slightly 
throat caused the sound to come across as somewhat less obviously 
theatrical than she’d hoped. Before she could help it, a saddened expression 
crossed Sister Claret’s face. But she doubted trying to explain, and thereby 
dwelling on the point, would do any good, so she just began the reading. 
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NEITHER WARRIOR NOR THINKER 
A “Coloth” story 
By Katherine MacEachern 


Maritsa felt as though she'd only just fallen asleep when she was woken 
by a low sob. 


She had never been as adept at sensing her peers' emotions as Callum, 
nor did she consider herself great at comfort. But she cared about both of 
her companions with a ferocity that was still startling. She and Callum had 
given up everything for Coloth; the sacrifice would be useless if any of 
them were unhappy. 


When another low sob punctuated the stillness, Maritsa uncurled herself 
from her sleeping position. Callum hadn't stirred. But Coloth was exactly 
where she expected him to be, sitting by the low embers of the fire. 
Carefully, she sat up and scooted over to him. 


Coloth winced as though in pain. “Oh, no,” he half-whispered. “I didn't 
mean to wake you.” 


“What's wrong?” 
“Nothing.” 


Maritsa arched an eyebrow. Surely the three of them had been through 
enough not to lie pointlessly to each other. 


Coloth winced again. “Nothing you can change,” he amended. “Please 
sleep. It's my turn to keep watch.” 


“T'm awake now,” Maritsa said. Are you tired? You can rest. Callum 
always gets upset when he hasn't rested enough.” 


“Wha-hugh?” That sleepy voice came from the unmoving mound of 
their third companion. “I heard my name?” 
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“It's nothing,” Coloth replied. “Go back to sleep.” 


Maritsa suspected that this wouldn't satisfy Callum, and she was right: 
the other boy sat up and rubbed his eyes. Almost unconsciously, he moved 
over to the fire, his desire for warmth bringing him closer to his 
companions. 


“Coloth seems to be having a tough night,” Maritsa said. Possibly this 
was a tattletale-betrayal, but Callum was better at understanding Coloth's 
feelings than she was. And she didn't think that Callum would want to sleep 
while Coloth was upset. 


“What's going on?” Callum frowned, the flickering embers of the 
campfire playing across his face. “Did something happen?” 

“No,” Coloth said. 

This one-syllable answer was as frustrating as it was brief. But then he 
continued: 

“Nothing has happened. Nothing is ever going to happen." 

Ah. 

Maritsa met Callum's gaze across the campfire. Aside from the orange 
embers and the flush in their cheeks, the entire landscape was silver and 


white and frost-blue. Frozen and lonely, just like Coloth, who hadn't even 
asked to be rescued. 


“Things won't be like this forever,’ Callum promised, a little 
awkwardly. “We're trying to survive now, but —” 

“You don't know how things will be,” Coloth interrupted. “You don't 
know anything except what you're told, and what you find on the shelves. 
You don't know —” 


“Hey, now —” 
“You don't know if you should have saved me.” 


That was enough for Maritsa. She wasn't sure she had the patience to 
listen to Callum and Coloth argue, especially since this conversation 
seemed like it would end with hurt feelings. Sure, Coloth didn't need to be 
grateful. He could be as unhappy as he wanted about the situation. But — 


“We do know we should have saved you,” she said. ““We do know that. 
We don't need a book to tell us that.” 
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“Why?” 


Why had they saved him? That was a complicated question, and one 
that Maritsa wasn't sure how to answer. But she knew one thing, at least. 


“You're worth saving,” she said. “You're our friend. And you're worth 
every rotten book in this Library.” 


Callum nodded emphatically. “We wouldn't have done all this if it 
wasn't worth it,” he said. “We're not that nice.” 


Maritsa sort of thought that Callum was that nice, but that might muddy 
the point being made. So she said, “Yeah. And it was the right thing to do. 
I... I don't know what good knowledge does if it can't be used to help 
people.” 


This, in some ways, felt like confessing to a worse crime than the ones 
she and Callum had already committed. Because if she questioned the 
purpose and the usefulness and the integrity of the Library, then what did 
that mean for her? This place was her home. This culture was her culture. 
To stand against it was to stand against all she'd been raised to believe. 


“But J can't help you,’Coloth said. “What good is any of my knowledge 
if I can't help you? What good is any of it?” 
“What are you talking about?” Callum asked softly. 


Coloth didn't respond. He just stared into the coals. Eventually, he took 
another mass-produced magazine from their stack of kindling and nudged it 
into the fire. As the flames licked the cover, Maritsa concluded that he 
didn't intend to speak at all. 


“Coloth,” she said. 
“Mmm,” Coloth replied. 


“T get that you think you're protecting us by not saying what you're 
thinking. By... by crying alone on your watch, and all that. But now the 
cat's out of the bag.” This was one of many phrases she'd learned through 
reading; she had no idea why anyone would put a cat in a bag in the first 
place. “So you can talk to us, or we can worry about you. Your choice.” 


“T don't want you to worry!” 


“Tt's a little late for that,” Callum pointed out. 
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Coloth sort of scowled. But the expression only lasted for a second 
before melting into something smaller and unhappier. “I told you it's 
nothing you can change. Why should I talk about it, if talking about it will 
only cause you pain?” 


Callum considered this. “Because that's what friends are for,” he 
suggested. “We talk about stuff that's bothering us. And then sometimes we 
feel better afterward.” 


Coloth sighed. “Okay.” 


It was a minute or two before he spoke again, but this didn't seem like a 
stubborn silence. Rather, Coloth appeared to be gathering his thoughts. 
While she waited, Maritsa prodded at the burning magazine, helping the 
flames to lick away more of the pages. 


Finally, Coloth spoke. 


“Back when I lived with my people, the Ulk-Ra,” he started, “back 
when I was alive... I was meant to be a great warrior. That was my destiny. 
My people are warriors or thinkers, and I wanted to be strong. I wanted to 
be powerful and brave. I spent my entire life training my body to be as 
powerful and strong as I could... and then I died anyway. It wasn't 
supposed to happen.” 


Maritsa had never died herself; she couldn't imagine the mental toll it 
would take. “I'm sorry,” she and Callum both murmured, in tandem. 


“Tt wouldn't matter so much if I had stayed dead,” Coloth said. “I mean, 
it would still be terrible. But I wouldn't have to keep thinking about it. Here, 
though... this life, this body, this place, it's like a punishment. I don't know 
what I did wrong.” 


“You didn't do anything wrong,” Callum interjected. “You didn't 
deserve any of this. I mean, the dying in the first place, but the Bookkeepers 
shouldn't have thrown you away —” 


“But what good am I now?” Coloth asked. “What use is this body to 
either of you? I don't have the strength that I did before. I can't protect you 
like I could have on my planet. I can't serve either of your purposes. I can't 
eat, I can barely feel anything at all. And I barely remember what my body 
is supposed to look like.” 
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Maritsa frowned. “We don't need anything from you. We don't need 
protection like that —” 


“But you do! You do! The Bookkeepers are after all of us, because of 
me, because of what you did for me, and I can't repay you! I can't do 
anything!” Coloth's voice had risen, but at Callum's stricken expression, he 
calmed himself down. “If I'm not a warrior, then I'm a thinker. That is all I 
can be now, that's my last connection to my people. It is not what I think I 
was born to be — I wanted to complete my initiation; some don’t, some 
wanted to be girls from the start, but I never did — but... but it's my only 
option. And how can I be a thinker if I'm too stupid to remember what I 
even look like?” 


He broke off with a shudder, dragging in a sob just like the one Maritsa 
had heard earlier. 


Callum rose, moving around the campfire to sit on Coloth's other side. 
“T'm sorry it's been so hard for you,” he said. “I don't want you to feel like 
your culture is gone.” 


Coloth half-sobbed again. “It's all right,’ he said, even though it 
obviously wasn't. “There's nothing you can do.” 


Wasn’t there? The boy thought. 
“Hey,” Callum said, “could I give you a hug?” 


They'd been down this road before. “Quills,” Coloth pointed out. “T'll 
hurt you.” 


But Maritsa knew at least a little bit about the holographic technology 
keeping Coloth corporeal. He could technically assume any shape he 
wanted, if he could overcome the mental block. She wasn't an expert in 
psychology or technobabble, but maybe they could start with little steps. 


"Concentrate," she urged him. "Just... just think about your skin. Think 
about making it smooth, about pulling the spines in. I think the sharp things 
protect you, but we won't hurt you. You don't need to protect yourself from 
us. We can keep you safe. That's what friends are for." 


Coloth frowned, absorbing her words. It probably wasn't easy to retract 
the barbs when he needed so badly to be a fearsome warrior. But little by 
little, the spiky spines and needles along his body flattened. 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


The skin wasn't completely smooth, but the barbs began to look like the 
ruffled fur of a defensive cat, rather than something that would prick. 


Callum hugged Coloth first. He did so with an enthusiasm that made 
Maritsa nervous — what if the spines were still sharp? 


But that didn't seem to be a problem. Coloth exhaled in a way that 
seemed like a cross between relief and pain, his normally-tense body 
relaxing. Now assured that it was safe, Maritsa wasted no time in hugging 
him, too. She laid her cheek against his cactus-flesh and closed her eyes. 


“This is still your body,” she promised. “We can help you learn to make 
it a body that you like. And we can help you learn to be a thinker, too, if 
you want. That's what friends are for.” 


“That's what friends are for,” Callum agreed. 


They should have returned to their sleeping spots and let Coloth finish 
his watch. But the warmth of the fire lulled them, and the two human-ish 
kids found themselves snoozing against their warrior companion. 
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SCENE 4 


“Well, now! Wasn’t that touching,” said Professor She’hayle. 

“Oh, shut up,” said Callum. “You wouldn’t understand.” 

“T don’t mean to be a venal cynic,” the cold man cut in, “and I’m only 
an uninvolved observer, naturally — but still, is all of this leading you 
anywhere? Teaching you anything about the, ah, Snowstorm?” 

“We’re not trying to learn about the Snowstorm,” said Maritsa. “Well, 
not principally. We’re trying to find Coloth and Rich.” 

Sister Claret blinked. “Why?” 

“Because Rich is a Birdhemoth,” Callum informed them, “and if 
anyone can get us all out of here, it’s one of them. So we need to find a way 
to contact him, and knowing where he is would be, you know, a good start. 
As for Coloth, well,...” 


“*...He’s Coloth,” Maritsa finished, as if that explained everything. 
ae oe 


A humanoid cactus walked through cold, overcast streets. 

This, Rich had explained, was a magical realm known as Scotland, 
located on Earth. Not one of the colony-planets, but the original Earth from 
which Callum and Maritsa’s ancestors had hailed. — Or was it? Coloth’s 
head hurt just trying to wrap his head around it, even now: this wasn’t their 
Earth. It was another Earth, a coincidental lookalike planet in another 
Universe altogether. 

The closest analogy that made sense to Coloth was the duplicate books 
within the Library. Though their arrangement was not quite random, the 
Library held every book ever and never written, and that meant that 
sometimes, once in a blue moon, you would stumble upon an exact copy of 
a book you’d found before. And just a touch more often, you might stumble 
upon a... close relative. If what you had found the first time was a book 
about the adventures of somebody called Sarah Jane, then you might find 
something that was almost exactly the same book, except that she was now 
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called Sara-Jane. That sort of thing drove the Bookkeepers nuts, driving 
them to an ever-greater obsession of detail in their background checks. It 
was bad enough trying to verify if a story had happened in its broad lines; 
how were they supposed to fulfil their sacred oaths if they constantly had to 
check whether so-and-so who got killed in Chapter 2 was an electrician or a 
housekeeper? 

What a thought, that reality really did work like this. This particular 
dimension, according to Rich, had been dubbed by the 925th Universe by 
the Council of Frogs, whoever that was. Or anyway, Rich was pretty sure 
that was the universe he’d reached. He didn’t seem entirely certain, which 
just raised more questions in Coloth’s mind. 

(“Gee, I hope I haven’t landed in one of those really adjacent ones. 
Trust me kid, you do not want to land in 925-B. Uncle of mine did that once 
— never again, he said. Never again.”’) 

The probably-925th Universe was like his native Third Universe on the 
surface, but with a fairly different cosmology, and even its Earth held a few 
amenities not available on the Earth of the Third Universe — one of which 
Coloth had been tasked with locating, because these amenities sadly did not 
include roads large enough for Rich to pass through. 

Temporally speaking, this was the early 21st century, and there were no 
aliens on the streets of Crieff — unless you counted the English, but that 
was a distinction Coloth was by no means well-versed enough in primitive 
human affairs to recognise. One might then have feared that a walking 
cactus would attract unwanted attention, and Coloth found himself 
regretting that he still hadn’t perfected the art of making his holo-cube 
project any other tangible avatar; but Rich hadn’t seemed concerned, and 
indeed, he felt only the occasional odd look at his back as he hurried down 
the winding road. 

The problem, insofar as there was one, was of an altogether more 
tractable nature than an angry mob: he didn’t know the way. In some 
respects this frightened him more than the other thing would have done, 
however; angry mob who wanted to rip him apart on principles were 
something he was used to. Finding his way in a human city, especially in a 
wholly foreign universe, was an entirely more difficult affair, especially 
when the solution lay not in a map like Callum’s, but in actually asking a 
stranger for help. Several times over he half made up his mind to hail a 
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passerby for directions, then lost his resolve at the last moment and let them 
disappear round the corner. 

He was beginning to give serious thought to trekking all the way back 
to the frozen meadow and asking Rich for more directions, though this 
barely sounded any less mortifying, when at last a human took pity on him. 

“Ey, lad, are y’ okay?” 

He looked up, too sad and disoriented to find the wherewithal to be 
scared. The stranger didn’t really look scary, in any case. Her hair was cut 
short, and a vivid shade of red. She looked a bit older than Maritsa, judging 
by the height at least, but still distinctly youthful. 

“Not really,” he admitted. 

She stared at him for a while, frowning in idle concentration. “...That’s 
not actually a costume, is it?” she asked at last. 

Should he run? Could he run? Her legs were longer than his. 

But the red-haired young woman didn’t seem particularly put out by the 
confirmation that he was a genuine living cactus — or close enough. She 
just pursed her painted lips, still looking more sympathetic than anything 
else. 

“Yell be one of the new hires then,” she deduced. “Ach, why cann’they 
e’er give ye folks proper directions? It’s in the name, it’s what you do!” 

Coloth’s big, pupil-less eyes blinked. They were just pools of yellow 
flower-sap, their shapes maintained by sheer force of will; he didn’t actually 
use them to see, but it suited him to have some manner of facial features. 

“Tt’s the second on your left,” the Scottish girl continued, making broad 
gestures to underline her point, “and then fourth on your right, just continue 
down that street, ye can’t miss it. The cold, grey, non-euclidean lump.” She 
pursed her lip again. “Sorry, I shouldnae call it a lump if it’s going to be 
your place of work, should I? We just don’t like it around here. Bad history. 
But you lot are alright.” 

“T. Er.” Coloth tilted his head several different ways, and finally found 
the courage to ask: “Sorry, what did you think I was looking for?” 

“Well, the M.F.S. office — isn’t 1t?” 

Coloth stared. The girl frowned. 

“Tsn t it?” she repeated. 

“Oh, yes, yes, it was!” he reassured her. “I was just surprised that you 
guessed, that’s — that’s all. Pll be off then, I don’t want to keep Rich 
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waiting.” 

“Rich? Oh!” the girl shouted after him, smiling once again, as he began 
to rush onwards again. “Is that his first name?” 

“Whose first name?” Coloth asked, skidding to a halt and looking over 
his flower-covered shoulder. 

“Yer boss. The big ponce in the purple coat.” 

*...No,” Coloth said, and then, thinking of Rich again, decided against 
explaining forwards, running ahead once more. 

Unbothered, the Scot gave a little shrug and continued walking in the 


other direction. 
KOK OK 


Come on, thought Maritsa as she groped in the dark. Coloth. I don t just 
want something about him, I want to find him. Where is he? Where is he 
right now? Come on, come on, give us something... 
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JENNY OVER THERE’S WONDERFUL LIFE 


A “Jenny Over-There: The Nine-Two-Five Universe” 
By Callum Phillpott 


Jenny Over-There walked through the cold, quiet streets of Knighton, lit 
only by amber streetlamps and blaring blue and white fairy lights tangled 
up in trees. There was a bench, so she sat down. She was looking for this 
specific bench, not because she particularly liked it, but because her brain 
told her it was a nice, quiet place, far enough from the town centre for her 
not to be bothered by anyone. Her brain was good at finding things. You’d 
think that’s why she was called Jenny Over-There, but that was just the 
name she was born with. She wasn’t good at finding things until her 
accident at the SatNav Factory... but that’s a story for another time. 


She sighed, watching white wisps of air twirl out of her mouth. She’d 
had a rough day at work. Her job was perhaps the most blunt use of her 
talents — answering the phone at a call centre where people from any 
universe could ask her to locate things. Again, quite blunt, but it was 
simple, paid well enough, and it gave Jenny a lot of time to just do nothing. 


On this day, Jenny received a phone call like any other during the 
Holiday Season — some little girl asking where Santa Claus was. It was 
simple enough, she thought of the question and signals blasted in from 
across the multiverse, honing in on where the little girl was in order to find 
where her Santa was and... oh dear. Santa wasn’t real in their universe. It 
was only when the girl had started crying that Jenny realised she’d said this 
fact aloud. 
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She rubbed her under-described face with her cold hands. She’d have to 
get up soon since her red jumper was barely keeping her warm, but she just 
needed to think first. She’d made that girl’s day awful, and she didn’t even 
think about it until it was too late. It was just another call for her, like that 
one time she helped a friendly car mechanic find Mr. Gatsby... except this 
one had real consequences. A girl was upset! It was her fault! What sort of 
monster was she? 


Jenny made an odd, exasperated grumble. 


“...maybe,” she muttered, “some things would be better if I just... 
wasn ¢ there.” 


Now, it’s important to note that she didnt mean this. Not really. She 
was perfectly fine with existing and very much wanted to keep doing that, 
despite the bad days... and there were some really bad days — the day her 
cousin killed her cat, her previously mentioned work accident, the one time 
she got kidnapped... again, stories for other times. Unfortunately, forces 
from Heaven had other plans. 


In an instant, a tall, golden light appeared before Jenny. She just sighed, 
getting up from the bench. “It’s all yours,” she said, walking away. 


The golden light grew dimmer and dimmer, slowly taking the form of a 
sort of tall, genderless person with very bronze skin wearing billowy white 
robes and... well, it also had a Halo, but she wasn’t sure if they were 
wearing it, since it hovered above their head. Despite their angelic 
appearance, she did notice that they seemed to be lacking wings... though 
she supposed that was only odd if she assumed they were an angel and not 
just some eldritch being who happened to have a halo. 


“Pardon, my child?” asked the figure. 


She didn’t like that language, but she decided not to mention it. “The 
bench,” Jenny clarified, “Take it, it’s yours.” 
The figure smacked their lips and strode towards Jenny. She noticed they 
were barefoot for some reason. 


“Jennifer,” they said, “I’m not sure you have the power to offer me a 
bench.” 


“T can offer you a seat,” said Jenny, hoping that this conversation would 
just end already. Normally, one would be phased by a stranger knowing 
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their name, but Jenny was rather used to it. All sorts of strange creatures 
knew her name, and this was just a creature like any other. 


“Well, I decline... so I think that means you have to get back in it?” 
“No.” 
“Very well. I much prefer standing.” 


She’d passed two houses by this point, and the barefooted angelic creep 
was still following her. She groaned, “Look, can you just sod off?” 


The figure tilted their head, “Why would I do that?” 
“Because I don’t know you!” 


“You walk with people you don’t know every day.” 
“Yeah, but you’re acting like I’m your friend or something.” 
“Why shouldn’t I be?” 
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“Because...” she stopped. Turned around. They were still there, 
smiling. “Look, I’m sure you’re nice, but—” 

“Gabe, actually.” 

She paused. “What?” 


“You guessed my name wrong. I’m not Nice. I’m Gabe!” the figure 
reached out their hand towards Jenny, expectantly. 


“Well... Gabe, I—... look, can you just tell me what you want? Do you 
need me to tell you where the shoe store is or something?” 
“Well, no—” 


“Oh sure, you can just look it up on your phone but why not just call 
Jenny Bloody Over-There instead, bother her about it? Yell at her for a bit 
while you’re at it! Act as if she’s the enemy of—” Admittedly, this 
conversation had gotten away from her a bit. 


Gabe clapped their hands, causing Jenny to flinch, “Firstly... I thought 
your middle name was Luke?” 


Jenny groaned, “Father’s idea.” 


“Secondly,” continued Gabe, “I’m here because you’re in a crisis!” 
They smiled widely for some reason, “You see, I’m not just your average 
angel...” 
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“You’re an angel?” Jenny checked their back again — still no wings. 


Gabe rubbed their neck, sheepishly “Yes, uh... still working on the 
wings. They’ll grow someday. Anyway, I’m not just an angel, I’m 
specifically your Guardian Angel!” 


Jenny’s eyes narrowed, “Really?” 
“Really!” 


She looked around — no oncoming bus, no tricky bit of pavement that 
could cause her serious injury, no death laser coming down from the sky... 
“What are you doing here? I’m not exactly in danger.” 


“Oh, but you are in danger, my child. Mental danger! Just now, before I 
arrived, you said the world would be better if you didn’t exist!” 


“T said that out loud?” 
“Yes.” 


Jenny made a mental note to stop vocalising minor thoughts... “You 
didn’t hear any of that, did you?” 


‘‘Hear what?” 


Jenny breathed a sigh of relief, “Well, ’'m off to a good sta— 
DAMNIT!” 
“Tt’s alright, child, I’m here for you.” 


“Look, Gabe... first, stop calling me a child, secondly, sometimes you 
just think things, alright? Your thoughts get away from you and suddenly 
you’re having a bit of a bad mood, that doesn’t mean—” 

“It’s alright, ch—” they stopped themself, “Jenny, I’m here to help 
you.” 

“You really don’t need to.” 


“You think this world will be better without you? Then so be it!” The 
angel raised their free arm into the air and snapped their fingers, “There. I 
made you non-existant.” 


She could hardly believe this, “YOU [expletive not appropriate for a 
general Arcbeatle Press audience] WHAT!?!” 


“You don’t exist,” Gabe stated. 
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“You better not be getting metafictional on me, mate, I already have to 
up with that at work!” 
The angel chuckled, “Apologies, Jenny, I don’t see you as... well, ‘a mate’ 
— you know, I thought you were asexual... And no, I’m not getting 
metafictional, I just made it so you no longer exist! Or, more accurately, 
we’ve moved over to universe 925-B.” 


Jenny wondered if today would be the day she got her first assault 
charge. 


The angel looked perplexed, “You look at me as though I’ve committed 
an atrocity.” 


“You erased me from existence!” Jenny snapped back. 


“And you wanted it.” Gabe kept smiling, why did they keep smiling, 
“Come, child, let us stroll and see just how much better the world really is 
without you.” 

“Can you just... take me back now? Skip all that? I just want to go to 
bed.” 

“Well, that’d hardly be fun, would it? Don’t you wonder how different the 
world would be without you?” 

She had to admit, she was mildly curious... but not too much. She got 
the feeling that a world without her would probably be a bit depressing. 
Unfortunately, it seemed this being was not ready to relent. 

Jenny sighed, “Fine.” 

The angel moved their arm off Jenny’s shoulder, linking through her 
right arm. It felt annoyingly warm, like putting your skin up against a kettle 
that was boiling half an hour ago. It wasn’t so hot that she’d flinch, but it 
still wasn’t entirely pleasant. Together, they walked down the street — the 
angel with a spring in their step (possibly skipping) and Jenny trudging 
along. 

ok ok 


It was not a good sign that her source of spiritual guidance seemingly 
had a terrible sense of direction. 
“So, left?” they asked, walking slowly down the pavement. 


“Not yet, left in a bit,” said Jenny. “At the end of the path.” 
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They reached the end of the path, and Gabe made a swift rightward turn 
into an oncoming car. Jenny quickly grabbed their shoulder and pulled 
them back onto the pavement before anything serious could happen. 


Jenny sighed, “Yeesh, I thought you were meant to be the guardian.” 


Gabe dusted themselves off, “It’s not my fault you lot made Left the 
direction where your finger and thumb don ¢t make an L shape.” 
“No... we did.” 


“No, you didn’t! Look,” The angel moved behind Jenny and showed 
her their hands, palm-side up and with only the finger and thumb 
outstretched. Jenny tutted before twisting both their arms so that they were 
palm-side down. “Ohhh...” 


After more instances like this, they finally reached their intended 
location. The place was completely lifeless, with spiders inhabiting every 
corner of the factory and infesting the space beneath the conveyor belts. 
The lights were still broken, and the room was still cold. Jenny wished 
she’d worn something thicker than her jumper. 


Gabe smiled, “Now, you may not recognise this place at first, but if you 
just squint a bit and—” 


“Tt’s the SatNav Factory,” said Jenny, “I used to work here.” 


“Yes!” Gabe put an arm around her shoulder, stretching out the other 
one to guide her eyes around the horrid place, “Just look at how horrible it 
all is!” 


“Yeah.” 

“Well, aren’t you shocked?” 

“Not really? There was an accident here, it closed down.” 
Their smile faltered “... how did you guess that?” 

“It’s what happened.” 


“Yes, but I was meant to tell you all that first, and then you’d put 
together how your presence during the accident in your reality meant that 
the factory didn’t end up as bad as this.” 


“No, it blew up in my world, too.” 
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“Oh...” The angel quickly turned away from Jenny and started fiddling 
with something that sounded like a loose collection of papers. Jenny tried to 
peek, but they stored them away before she could even glance at them. “Oh 
yes!” continued the angel, “Yes, of course the accident happened regardless 
of your existence... that’s the point! The accident wasn’t your fault, 
Jenny...” 


Jenny narrowed her eyes and curled her lip in confusion, “I know it 
wasn’t my fault... It was a ruptured pipe, I had nothing to do with that... I 
swear, I didn’t!” 


“Well, I mean, maybe you thought that at first. Factory work is very 
intense—” 

“T was a janitor. I just mopped the floors.” 

“Right...” They turned to consult the thing that sounded like a bunch of 
papers again before turning back to Jenny, “Well, in both worlds the same 
number of people survived! Well, not exactly the same, it’s off by one... 


because, y’ know... you weren’t there... So really this universe has fewer 
survivors — don’t you feel awful!?” 


“No? There were only three people in there, besides me. We all got out 
fine! In fact, I’m fairly certain I was the only one who got injured at all.” 

“Oh... oh dear... I mean, that’s good! Well, you getting injured isn’t 
good, but the surviving part is very very good—” 


“Hey, wait a minute..,” said Jenny, interrupting, “If you’re my Guardian 
Angel, then where the Hell— sorry, heck were you when I got blown up?” 


“T, uhm...” Gabe averted their gaze and twiddled their thumbs. They 
tutted, “Why did you change Hell to heck? What’s wrong with Hell?” 


a ee 
Jenny looked at Gabe, incredulous, “Are you really telling me you don’t 
know who Satan is?” 
Gabe shrugged, “Should I know them?” 
“Jesus Christ... Wait, shoot, sorry, shouldn’t have said that.” 


Gabe tilted their head, though their halo stayed in place, “Jesus Christ... 
is that a name?” 
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“He’s like—” It then occurred to Jenny that there were other religions, 
“Wait... what’s it like where you come from?” 


“Oh, you know... incomprehensible. It’s all a bit beyond me.” 
“LSCG: 52 — 


Eventually, the angel lurched in front of Jenny, turned around and 
gestured towards the building to their left. Jenny turned to see a small 
coffee shop named ‘Dynamocha’, proudly sporting a 1-star health and 
safety rating. Despite it being very late, the sign on the door indicated it was 
still open. 


“Right,” said Gabe, “I know we got off to a rough start, but don’t you 
worry. Things are about to get rougher!” 


Jenny waited for a bit before realising they wanted her to open the door. 
With a groan, Jenny slapped the metal panel on the door and started to push. 
About where she’d expect a bell to ring, she instead heard a loud bang 
which caused her to leap back a bit. Before she could check for damage, she 
received her answer when the door fell towards her. Thankfully, she stepped 
aside before it could hit her on the head... though she was beginning to 
think that’d be preferable to what she was going through now. 


“Pity,” said Gabe, “I was hoping a bell would ring...” 


“Because it means you get your wings?” asked Jenny. She’d heard that 
somewhere about angels, though she wasn’t sure if it was the ringing that 
caused the wings or the wings that caused the ringing. 


The angel glared at Jenny with a mixture of confusion and offence, 
“What? No, I just like the sound. It’s nice.” 


'? 


“Hey, Jen-town!” yelled a surprisingly familiar voice. 


Gabe’s eyes went wide in panic. Jenny looked and saw a tall, statuesque 
figure with a flowing yellow cape stepping through the fog. As it got closer, 
Jenny could make out their blue jeans, their red shirt with the familiar “T” 
emblem, and their square-jawed head that flawlessly conveyed how little 
was going on behind the eyes. 


“Peter?” asked Jenny. 


“Yep!” said the figure, “Or you could call me Dynamite Thor!” They 
fully emerged from the smoke, striking a heroic pose as they did so. Peter 
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then cracked a smile like a giddy child, crouching down slightly to be at 
eye-level with Jenny, “Honestly, I’m surprised to see you here!” 


“Really?” 


“Yeah! I mean, I asked you for your address months ago, and when I 
went to where it was I just saw an empty flat! Well, it was empty, but then 
there was some weird person calling himself ‘The Land Lord’ telling me off 
for breaking the door. I think he may have been using your building as a 
secret base...” 


Jenny vaguely remembered receiving a phone call from Peter asking 
that question, which she answered without thinking. It confused her at the 
time since Peter already knew her address and had visited her once — 
though that could just be chalked up to Peter being Peter. Even more 
confusingly though, nothing happened after she told him her address the 
second time. 


“Ah, so we are in the right universe then,” said Gabe. 

Jenny shot Gabe a questioning glance, “How would you not kno—” 

She was cut off by Peter’s mighty arms folding around her, squeezing 
all the air from her lungs, “Ah, Merry Christmas, Jen-dog!” 


“M-merry Christmas to you, too,” Jenny tried to say. It was the first of 
December. 

“Hey, let’s go get some coffee!” 
the coffee shop. 


He dropped Jenny and dashed inside 


“Christmas...” said the angel, “Is this related to that Christ fellow you 
mentioned?” 


“Just forget it,” said Jenny, walking through the smoke and inside the 
coffee shop. 


The inside of the place was an anachronism; pure 1950s malt shop 
kitsch squeezed into a room that could hardly fit four tables — and this 
place had six of them. Jenny accidentally kicked a chair over as she moved 
around the place, gawking at the wall of very fake Elvis memorabilia 
(Elvis’s Clarinet, Red Hawaii Screenplay, Elvis-signed copy of the 2000’s 
Dibbsy flop “Meat Robinson”). The worst part was knowing Peter almost 
certainly thought they were all genuine. 
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“Here ya go!” said Peter, handing Jenny a coffee cup with a stick of 
dynamite drawn on it. 


Instantly, Jenny felt the coldness through the cup. She would normally 
add some sweetener to it, but Peter was usually good at getting her coffee 
right, even if he never actually remembered her coffee order. He had good 
instincts. She tried to sip, but nothing came out. Opening the lid, she saw a 
frozen, brown block. 


“You like it?” asked Peter, “The kids are calling it ‘Iced Coffee’. They 
kept asking for it, so I started putting cups in the freezer.” 


“Ah...” Jenny handed Peter the cup, “Could I get something warmer?” 


“No problem!” Peter jumped behind the counter and slapped the cup 
into the microwave, setting it to five minutes. 


So far, this version of Peter didn’t seem too different from the one she 
knew and sorta loved. 


Jenny had completely forgotten about the angel until she heard a chair 
squeak in the corner of the cafe. “So,” said Gabe, “How about you tell 
Jenny about how you’re doing, Peter.” 


Peter turned around, “How I’m doing? Well, I’m doing great!” 


“Really?” asked the angel. 
“Yes! Oh yes. Pve got my small coffee shop, I’ve got my beautiful 
girlfriend back at home who I love to bits, and, uh... well, I’m not keeping 
up with the Dynamite Thor thing too much, but I’m gonna make a 
comeback, just you wait! Pl start with the Land Lord...” 


“T see... and how about work?” 

“Work?” 

“What you do most often.” 

“T... already mentioned the coffee shop.” 


It didn’t take a lot to confuse Peter, but, for the first time, Jenny was 
right there with him. She had no clue what Gabe was trying to ask about. 


“Right, but what about your other job?” asked Gabe. 


“Well, I haven’t done the superhero thing in a while, but, as I said, I’m 
gonna do a big thing. A Comeback Special, just like Elvis Costello!” 
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“T don’t think that’s the right guy...” Jenny muttered. 


Gabe groaned, showing a newfound impatience with Peter, “And you 
can’t, because?” 


Peter shrugged, “Motivational issues? I’d ask my therapist about it, but 
I do those under Peter Thor, ’'m sure you understand the secret identity- 
related issue there—” 


“Just tell her about the bloody office!” Snapped the angel. “‘... please.” 

“What office?” 

Gabe exhaled, “Maybe it was my fault. You’re not employed there, but 
you're interning, aren’t you?” 

Peter turned to Jenny, “I don’t like your friend. They’re patronising.” 

Jenny sighed, “Yeah, they’re not my friend.” 


Gabe reached up and grabbed Peter by the collar, “The MFS! You work 
for the MFS! Every morning you go into a dull grey office building and 
make dull grey coffee for a dull grey man and some miserable grouch 
working a phone at the MFS—” 


“Oh... That’s my universe,” said Jenny. 


The angel smacked their lips, loosening their grip on Peter’s shirt, “Are 
you sure?” 

“Yeah, he works at the MFS in my world.” 

“Ah...” 

“And I’m just gonna take a wild guess that you had me in your notes as 
‘the Grouch’?” Jenny narrowed her eyes. 

Gabe gulped, “Well... the MFS is a horrible place, being a grouch is 
quite reasonable.” 

Jenny nodded, “Acceptable answer.” 


“And really,” said the angel, stepping up to Jenny, “isn’t his situation so 
much worse in a world where you don’t exist? I mean, instead of being 
driven and motivated in a job where he can help out without doing harm, 
despite not even getting paid, he is saddled with some pointless low-end 
coffee shop that serves TERRIBLE coffee—” 
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Thank goodness Jenny didn’t have to live in that universe, because she 
definitely wouldn’t be able to talk to Peter there any time soon. She did like 
Peter, sometimes. Gabe leaned against a wall, rubbing the bruise on their 
head. Jenny tried not to have too much sympathy for them. They did erase 
her from existence, after all. 


“You do know how hard it is to get Peter to hit you, right?” asked 
Jenny. 


Gabe grumbled, “Ill assume it’s easy.” 


“The man’s a jolly wall. Barely anything can bring him down, and even 
less things anger him.” 


“Really?” 


“T mean, I once technically kidnapped his girlfriend and he didn’t even 
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“You what!?” 


“Long story. It was entirely consensual though, on her end... honestly, 
I’m still not sure if it was some weird roleplay thing or not.” 


“TI see...” 


The angel took a moment to rest against the wall and stare up at the sky. 
Jenny had seen this face before: The look of someone who had absolutely 
no idea what to do next. Her face softened from the slight scowl it had been 
at previously as she approached the angel. 


“Look,” she said, “We can just end this now. I get the point: people 
need me, I should go on existing, bla bla bla...” 


Gabe closed their eyes, “You don’t though. You can’t possibly. 
Everything I’ve shown you so far has conveyed the message that you’re 
useless or actively harmful.” Their eyes shot wide open. They glared at 
Jenny with a jagged smile, “But I’m going to fix that! Let me show you just 
how horrible the world is without you!” 


With a snap, the alleyway disappeared, replaced with the sight of a 
small, dark bookstore. Or maybe it was a library, Jenny couldn’t tell. The 
only person in there besides her and Gabe was a thin, blonde woman in a 
red dress sitting at the counter. Jenny recognised her after a bit — it was her 
cousin, Marietta. 
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“Shocking, isn’t it?” asked Gabe. 


Jenny was more perplexed if anything. The sight was entirely ordinary. 
She turned to Gabe, “What am I meant to be shocked by?” 


“Well, look at your cousin! Without you, she’s now an unwed 
librarian\” 


“.,. And?” 
“Well... isn’t it sad?” 
“Not really... Why do you think it’s sad?” 


“Well, she’s a young woman! She should be married! She shouldn’t be 
a librarian!” 

“Why not? She was always a bit of a bookworm — heck, this is 
probably healthier than all that Order of the Red Key business she’s tied up 
in my world.” 


“Order of the what?” 
Jenny shrugged, “It’s a cult. She got really into occultism and all that after 
she used my pet cat in an animal sacrifice — it’s a long story.” 


“Right...” the angel looked at Marietta, scratching their chin, “Well... 
it’s still bad that she isn’t married — I mean, at her age-” 


“She wasn’t even married in my world! And what do you mean ‘at her 
age’?” 

Gabe coughed loudly, “Right, fine, if that’s not sad enough, how about 
this!” Gabe snapped their fingers again. 


The scene changed to that of a museum, outside of which stood a 
golden statue of a truly horrifying figure representing greed at its zenith. 
Jenny gasped. 


“Yes,” said Gabe, “In the world where you never existed, this horrifying 
entity came to power...” 


Jenny narrowed her eyes, “But Thatcher was prime minister in my 
world, too.” 


“Oh... Well, you could’ve stopped her.” 


“T wasn’t even born yet!” 
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“Wow, really? I thought you were—” Gabe stopped themself. “Has 
anyone ever told you you’re an old soul?” 


“T hate you,” Jenny said through gritted teeth. 


Gabe snapped their fingers and the scene changed again — now they 
were in a cold, sterile building with the words “Solace 5” written on the 
walls. Red lights flashed across the walls, a hollow siren blared out a 
warning, and a square-jawed man in a red coat limped across the hallway, 
wielding a blue axe. 


“Haydren!” the man yelled, “Come back! I need to administer the axe 
1°? 


test 


“It doesn’t seem like too much of a test to me,” said someone, 
presumably Haydren. 


“Of course it is! I hit you with an axe, and if you bleed then you’re not 
completely possessed by that alien parasite you call a friend!” 


“Tonpaxoparamorph doesn’t want to hurt you! They just want to live a 
quiet—” 


“THEY WANT TO KILL US ALL!” 
“Where’s your evidence?” 
“Where’s your evidence that they don’t want to kill us?” 


“Don’t you remember your training? Don’t you remember the 
Chroahgnon Principle? The Zardoz—” 


Jenny turned to Gabe, “I have no sodding clue what’s going on,” 


“Me neither,” said the angel, “I was trying to latch onto an eldritch 
entity that exists in multiple realities and...” 


“Jenny Everywhere? Honestly, she’s possibly the most likely to be 
worse off if I didn’t exist.” 


“Well, I can’t find her. I can’t find anyone. It’s all useless,” they 
snapped their fingers again, leaving the two in a dark void. “Can I tell you 
something, Jenny?” 


Jenny looked around, taking in the vast nothingness that surrounded 
her. “Sure, it’s not like I can go anywhere.” 


Gabe sighed, “I’m not actually your Guardian Angel.” 
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Jenny tried to feign surprise. 
“Josiah is your Guardian Angel, I’m just... like... someone up there.” 
“Why didn’t Josiah do this then?” asked Jenny. 


“He caught the bird flu this morning. They just handed me his notes and 
pushed me out into your world.” Gabe reached into their vestments and 
pulled out a singular piece of paper. The information didn’t even take up 
half a page. 


“They weren’t good at taking notes, were they?” 
Gabe nodded, “To be fair, there was also a bit of a mix-up before then. 
For weeks we all thought we were meant to go through all this with your 


Boss while you got haunted by three spirits representing your past, present, 
and future. Clearly, they changed their minds.” 


Jenny moved up to the angel, sitting down next to them. “You know, 
out of all the things I’ve come across — and believe me, I’ve come across a 
lot — the thing that annoys me the most is a last-minute schedule change.” 


Gabe smiled at this, “It’s a fairly regular fixture where I’m from. Our 
boss just keeps moving things around and expecting us to be on their 
wavelength.” 


Jenny nodded, “When I was younger, I’d have panic attacks over this 
stuff.” 


The angel turned to Jenny, “Really?” 
“T’ve learned to manage it since, but it was really bad at first.” 
“Well... how did you learn to manage?” 


Jenny shrugged, “I think I just built up a tolerance. In the early days 
though, I’d just take a step outside. Go for a walk. Maybe pick up a coffee.” 
Gabe nodded, “I think I’d like to go get a coffee if you don’t mind.” 

Jenny didn’t mind. And while she liked to not think of herself as an 
opportunist, a thought did pop into her mind as to how to use this to her 


advantage. “Hey,” she said, “I know this really good coffee place in my 
world if you want to go there...” 
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It wasn’t the best coffee shop — it wasn’t even one Jenny had been to 
before — but it was the closest one to where she and Gabe were when they 
re-entered Jenny’s world... and really, isn’t proximity basically the same 
thing as quality? 


Gabe was enjoying themself at least. They’d taken one sip of the cafe’s 
signature Christmas Spice Latte (not to be confused with the Gingerbread 
Latte) and ended up going off on a long, detailed and occasionally 
contradictory speech explaining just how his organisation worked, what 
their part in it was, what the religious ramifications of it were, and it all 
made sense! Unfortunately, including all this interesting lore would really 
mess up the pacing, so you’ll just have to figure it out on your own. 


“’.. Yeah, I think I'll just stick to the Greek Gods,” said Jenny, sipping 
her hot chocolate. 


“Understandable,” said Gabe, “I do worship Poseidon... as a hobby. 
They just seem very nice.” 

Jenny nodded, unsure if what they said was weird anymore. After 
taking a sip of her hot chocolate (after this ordeal, she wanted to get to sleep 
as soon as possible), she decided it was not worth the price. 

Gabe seemed to notice this discontented look, “You don’t seem too 
happy.” 

Jenny shrugged, “Just the hot chocolate.” 


Sighing, Gabe put down their coffee, “Look, Jenny... I know what you 
saw wasn’t too good.” 


“T’ve seen worse.” 


“But I was meant to show you the worst so that you can look at the life 
you have and realise just how wonderful it is that you exist!” 


“Eh, not everyone’s good at their jobs. I won’t tell your boss about it.” 
She wasn’t sure if there was an opportunity to give feedback, but if there 
was then she’d stick to her word. No employee was annoying enough for 
her to consider ratting them out to their boss. 


“Well, it’s making me reassess my whole outlook on things, y’ know? If 
someone provably has no positive impact on the people around them, do 
they have the right to exist? Not, like, actively evil, just... not doing much 
good.” 
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““’.. Well, I might be a bit biassed here, but I think so. I'd like to keep 
existing, personally.” It should be noted that there were instances where 
Jenny helped someone’s life for the better, and she was very much aware of 
them, but she decided to just pretend they didn’t happen for the sake of the 
conversation — she didn’t want the angel to hear this and take her out of 
reality again just to confirm something she already knew. 


Gabe nodded, “Yes... yes, I think that’s a good enough moral. It's not 
neat, and it doesn't seem particularly wholesome, but I suppose if I had to 
make this into something positive then what I'd say is that it doesn't matter 
if your life is just a raindrop in a wide ocean, you have a right to exist. Live 
your life on your own terms, do whatever makes you happy, you don’t have 
to benefit humanity on a wide scale to justify your existence!” They were 
breathless by the end of their short speech, but not entirely satisfied. Once 
they caught their breath, they added, “Though also do try to be nice to 
people, please. That’s a good idea too. Do that. Make people’s lives 
pleasant. You're all part of one body and all that, I wouldn't want you to end 
up like Ayn Rand or something.” 


Admittedly, Jenny had started zoning out once she saw where it was 
going, but she politely clapped at the end. “Was that all off the top of your 
head?” 


The angel chuckled, “No, no... to be honest, I was writing that on my 
napkin while we waited for our coffees.“ 
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That night, Jenny returned to her flat, absolutely exhausted. She was 
going to make a fancier dinner that night, but she decided she couldn’t be 
bothered. Microwave lasagna it was. As she stabbed the film between her 
and the frozen meal like some deranged serial killer, she noticed something 
in the distance — a bell ringing. 


It wasn’t a very important bell — it didn’t indicate the time of day, 
deliver a warning, or even alert someone to a new visitor... but did it need 
to? It rang a small, pleasant tune for the people around it, and that was all 
that mattered. 
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SCENE 5 


A bell rang as Coloth stepped into the grey space. He cast his 
holographic vision around the oddly cramped interior, which had the odd 
dimensional quality of some parts of the Library, but seemed distinctly 
more... sterile. Stone, not wood, and he got the feeling that if these walls 
could talk, they would mostly complain about the tedium. The atmosphere 
and risk of this place, the cho as his people had called it, was not 
oppressive, more the shadow of ancient evil; it felt like the derelict burrow 
of a predator which had moved on a long time ago to other territories, but 
whose scent still lingered. 


Within the M.F.S. office were a number of desks; a number of peculiar 
individuals were sat at them, busily taking calls on a variety of devices 
which Coloth only barely recognised as telephones from some of the stories 
he’d heard from Callum and Maritsa. Even among the society of the 
Bookkeepers, they were not in regular use, except for the phone which 
allowed any Void Gate Room receptionist to contact their Cosmic Gate 
Room counterpart and vice-versa. The M.F.S. workers were mostly non- 
human; Coloth was not sure whether to be intimidated or relieved. 


At the sound of the bell, one of them, who appeared to have just 
finished with a particular caller, rose from their chair, ignoring the fact that 
their phone had immediately begun ringing again, and began to walk 
towards him. 


They were a thin, androgynous figure dressed in black and white, with 
greyish-white, moist-looking skin and a single, central eye that took up 
most of their face; they were seemingly unbothered by the fringe of dirty 
bond hair hanging over the top of said eye. 


Hair was another thing which Coloth did not fully understand; his 
people had only a ridge, a crest of hair which ran down the length of their 
spine, and that was a sensory organ in itself, not just an aesthetic perk. 
Maritsa seemed in constant battle with her hair — she grew increasingly 
unhappy when she couldn’t wash it regularly, and was sent into jittery fits if 
she couldn’t get it tied tightly down just the way she liked it — and yet 
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she’d just stared and laughed at Coloth whenever he very reasonably 
suggested that she should just shave it all off and be done with it. 


Based on that experience, he wisely decided against dispensing any 
such tip to the alien now standing before him, whose little name-tag listed 
their pronouns as She/They. He wasn’t sure about the name itself, which 
seemed to read “Aoooo”. That couldn’t be right, could it? Did this person 
just really like wolves? 


“Hello,” they said smoothly, all without taking a breath, “and welcome 
to the Multidimensional Finders Service, Scottish Division, my name is 
Tetra-None Hepta-Oct, formerly of the Cyclock Republic, what can I do for 
you?” 

Aah. #0000. That made more sense. 


“T am Coloth,” he replied with a polite nod. “Rich sent me. The, uh, 
Birdhemoth? Er — we need to find our friends, you see. Or to find a way 
into the place where we think they are.” 


“Right! Something found,” the Cyclock nodded. “Standard request, 
that’s what we’re here for. People mostly just call, though. You know that, 
right?” 


Coloth stared blankly at her with those expectant yellow eyes. 


“I’m saying,” Tetra-None rephrased, “that you didn’t have to come all 
the way here. You could have called us instead.” 


“Oh? But... but I was quite far away,” Coloth said, not so much arguing 
with the Cyclock as working out his issue with what they’d just said for his 
own personal satisfaction. “How would it — I mean, how would you have 
heard me? Do you have really good hearing?” 


Tetra-None considered the green boy for several long seconds, 
evidently trying to word a reply, then decided against the attempt. 


“*.,. Moving on,” they said, “if you'll just follow me and give me a little 
more to work with, I’m sure we can find what you’re looking for... We 
always do.” 


“Oh good.” 


“Well, I say always — nearly always. Frequently. At least half the time! 
Well, it’s been known to happen occasionally.” 
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Ahi” 
He followed. 
ok Ok 


In the reading room, the temperature was steadily dropping, and 
tempers were rising just as surely. The wooden floor, walls and fixtures 
continued groaning under the strain from the howling Snowstorm, which 
showed no sign of abating, its coldness slowly creeping into the room even 
as none of the actual snow managed to force its way in. 


The mysterious man in black seemed the least inconvenience by the 
gradual shift towards an outright freezing clime; he seemed, at most, to 
move a little more stiffly than before. This made a stark contrast of the 
Professor, who had mostly retreated into his shell, though he kept poking 
his faceless head out whenever someone made a comment which he felt 
particularly warranted a cutting remark from an eminent gastropod 
academic. 


Namely every other sentence anyone ventured to say out loud in- 
between readings. 


With Jenny Over-There’s Wonderful Life an entirely cactus-less bust, 
Callum and Maritsa had decided to take a bit of rest — vocal and otherwise 
— before they beseeched the books again, and simply sat together by the 
plastic reading table, huddled together for warmth. Even their modified 
biology could only cope with so much. Maritsa had taken the comically 
enormous hat off her head and pressed its metre-wide brim around their 
bodies like an improvised blanket, trapping the edges between their backs 
and the table-legs. There they sat, attempting to sleep. 


Almost like old times, they thought again. 


But it could not last. After unquantifiable time, Maritsa roused herself, 
giving in to a shudder which she let develop into a conscious shaking 
movement. She had not truly slept, but it seemed Callum had, as he gasped 
back to consciousness and began to look worriedly around. 


“Eh? Whuh? What? Where’s Coloth?” He saw the stricken look on 
Maritsa’s face at that last question, and blinked in the dim light as he 
remembered the situation. “...Oh. Right.” 
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“T should try another reading,” she stated, as much to reassure herself as 
to make him feel better. 


“At last,” said the man in black. He was still standing. “These delays 
are... tiresome. Do you believe yourselves to be the only ones with family 
to return to? Hm. May I make a recommendation?” 


“So long as it doesn’t sound obviously manipulative and diabolical, 
sure, I’m listening,” said Maritsa. 


“IT do understand your eagerness to locate your friends,” the cold man 
stated, “and I do not mean to discourage you from such an avenue of 
research... However... Peut-étre... Perhaps you might be persuaded to 
request something more immediately tangible than abstract knowledge of 
their location. A means of reaching them, perhaps, if and when we do 
acquire those coordinates. No?” 


Maritsa thought for a moment. “...Okay. Still getting the sense you 
have ulterior motives there, but it’s worth a shot. Sister, can you keep an eye 
on him during the reading to make sure he doesn’t try anything diabolical?” 


“I’m on it,” said the old lady, briefly looking up from the book she’d 
pulled off one of the shelves — not at all randomly — and begun to read 
while Maritsa and Callum took their nap. 


Suddenly curious, Callum stepped closer to her and looked over the 
robed woman’s shoulder, glancing at the pages. He looked away almost 
immediately, blushing with a furiousness which wholly counteracted the 
pale cast that the cold had lent to his cheeks. 


“IT — I don’t know if a nun ought to be reading things like that,” he 
commented. 


“Kid, we’re a Cydonian cult,” Sister Claret replied with a wink. “New 
New Age. Believe me, our rites are anything but PG-rated.” 


“Oh, so this is a holy text, is it, I suppose?” He didn’t know why he was 
getting so upset about this. Arguing with the old woman about nonsense 
was, he supposed, just a good way to pass the time. “Cause it looked 
awfully like a printout of early 21st century fanfiction to me.” 


“Valid fanfiction, though, Maritsa observed, voice neutral. “It’s the sort 
of thing the Tsar would have tossed into the fire without a second thought, 
but since he was overthrown, we’ve discovered that quite a lot of 21st 
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century fanfiction really happened. I know, who’d have thought the 
Bookkeepers of the Infinite Library would be kindred spirits with 
something calling itself the Archive Of Our Own! Who’d have figured that 
one out!” 


“T don’t need the lecture,” Callum said with mock-weariness. “I was 
just saying — I mean, just because this schmaltzy stuff really happened 
doesn’t mean respectable people ought to read about it. I mean, these are 
strangers!” 


“Whoever said I was respectable?” Sister Claret huffed in a self- 
satisfied, Mary Poppins-ish sort of way. “In any case these characters aren’t 
strangers. Not to me. In fact, I remember some of this... Almost 
remember...” 


“Huh?” Callum glanced at the book again just to make sure, and 
instantly regretted it. The spelling errors alone made every bit of Librarian 
training he’d received recoil in protest. “But I don’t understand. One of the 
characters is a Victorian barmaid, and the other one’s a t —” 


“T reincarnate,” Claret said simply, then raised the book up in front of 
her, close enough to vertical that Callum would have needed a ladder to 
glance at it from above again. Then she made a show of turning one more 
page and glancing appreciatively. 


“Sorry to interrupt,” said Maritsa as she got up from the floor, pausing 
halfway to rub at her cold knees before continuing, “but I’m going to turn 
the lights out again.” 

“Oh come on,” the Sister complained with a falsely exasperated grin. 

She flicked the switch and skipped back across the room. 

Let’ see, now, Maritsa told herself. A bridge, a portal, something... A 
bridge through the snow... 

Her fingers brushed in the dark against the smooth, dusty spines on the 
shelves until something felt right. 


She was surprised to see the light coming back on unbidden, and 
realised that the impatient Sister had heard that she’d pulled a book out, and 
decided to take over from there. She looked at the faded cover of the 
illustrated children’s novel. 
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The Claus-Rosen Bridge, the title read, but that wasn’t what held her 
attention — it was the subtitle. Or was it a tagline? Hmm. 


‘A tale of the Library,’ it proclaimed. 
That... might be good. 


She coughed, demanding the others’ attention, and once she saw that all 
eyes were on her and even the Professor had poked his head out of his shell, 
she began to read. 
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THE CLAUS-ROSEN BRIDGE 


An “Auteur”, “Coloth” and “The Detective of Ishiok” story 
By Ostara Gale & Elodie Christian 


* ok ok 
At the edges of the worlds of Coloth and Auteur, this story features the sixth incarnation of 
Lotto (“Lotto VI”, or "jolly Lotto"). 


This story features the supposed sixteenth incarnation of Auteur, as liberated from the Sanctum 
of Heretics. 


* OK 3K 
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1. The Old Man and the Rabbit 


The Lotto sat on his armchair, his rabbit Mae in his lap, both half 
asleep. This was how some of their best days often began. Wrapped in each 
other’s arms, pondering on the mysteries of the Universe. 


Stroking Mae, Lotto recalled earlier lives. First he saw himself garbed 
in black and orange as he graduated Cahlough Academy. That wasn’t the 
beginning, but it was how it had all started. Not on the Morning Star proper, 
of course, merely one of its doppelganger worlds; the Cosmic War had 
already been in full swing by this time. Then there were other, stranger, 
better lives. He’d had many — this body was his sixth — and he had 
dedicated them to investigating curiosities around the Universe, as well as 
aiding the needy. The majority of this time was spent as a humanoid, but at 
one point during the Cosmic War, his superiors had granted him the body of 
a dog, from which he had then become an anthropomorphic lioness, and 
then his current body. 


Sometimes, whilst he slept, Lotto dreamt of an earlier life still. His first, 
he believed. He had been a simple, mortalmusician then, a human, living on 
Old Earth. A life without the Archons & their politics looming over him, 
and — he hoped — a life with friends. Yet there was little of this prior life 
he remembered, human or Archon. Memories of it came easier during 
sleep, but the details of these dreams were ever-changing. In some dreams 
he could vividly see his former self or, in his eyes, a version of himself he 
wanted to be. In others, he would find details blurring and fading, as if he 
was losing another memory right then and there. On nights like that, there 
was little solace found in the embrace of sleep. He couldn’t even recall what 
he’d been called back then — he’d taken the name “Lotto” during his time 
at Cahlough. 


Who had he been? His ignorance bothered him. And it was not an issue 
he took lying down. In sleep, he remembered; but in his waking hours, 
when he had time — he searched. 


When he woke up from one of his little naps, Lotto made a simple 
decision. He was tired of searching the Universe for fragments of lore; it 
was time, he thought, to widen the bounds. He would scour the edges of the 
Cosmos, and locate someone who knew a way Outside, to the island- 
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universes he'd heard whispered of over the centuries, the constellations of 
realities which supposedly orbited the main universe. There was knowledge 
there, they said, which had been banished from the inner universe; copies of 
records, the ghosts of dissipated memories. 


So, getting dressed in a blue-grey trench coat & purple scarf, Lotto 
picked up his walking stick, turned round a corner of his apartment — and 
then, as always, there was a brief period where he felt as if he was soaring 
through the Tourbillon — as if he was being hurled back and forth across 
time to build up speed — then catapulted through the aeons. 


Soon he landed on the planet Hathor, Mae at his side. 


They'd been here before; it certainly wasn't the edge of the universe, 
just the first place Lotto and Mae had thought of which was also decidedly 
very far from Lotto’s home base. A good place to touch down on the way to 
the end of everything. And it had rocks, large angular ones, offering a 
plethora of corners. Mae’s power of translocation was reliant upon them: 
Lotto must walk around a corner for the inter-temporal slingshot 
manoeuvre to begin. They weren’t here for sight-seeing, but as they made 
their way to the nearest boulder, Mae happened to look up at the sky — and 
observe that there was no moon. J wonder how the tides work here. 


Looking ahead at Lotto again, Mae saw they'd reached the rock, and put 
it out of her mind. 


Again they passed through the Tourbillon, and then they were on a 
frozen, rocky wasteland. They could hear unseen waves crashing up against 
the high wall which dominated the horizons, stretching endlessly across the 
wasteland. It was dotted with statues, which stood with their backs to the 
wall as though supporting it with their own strength. The stony likenesses 
of people who had once been of grave importance to the defunct Lords of 
the Universe, the arch’ur-lucifers. One of the grey colossi wore spiny 
combat boots, another wore white ceremonial robes and held a spanner — 
and a third held a Shambler in its lifeless grip. 


His investigative qualities taking charge as always, Lotto looked closely 
at the latter — first he looked down at the foot of the statue, to discern the 
identity of this strange warrior, and saw the name Kopyion Liall a 
Mahajetsu inscribed into the stone. The name had a strange pattern to it, 
unlike the naming conventions of the modern age; and he didn't recall any 
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mention of a Kopyion from his days at Cahlough — he'd long ago 
discovered just how lacking its history curriculum had really been, of 
course. He gazed for a moment at the stony face, then took a closer look up 
at the Shambler in his grasp — and jumped back in disgust. It wasn't a 
model — that was an actual Shambler. 


A lesser one, trapped, bounded in form, but the sight still made him 
shudder. The Shamblers from the Stars — known alternatively as the “Star 
Vampires”, or when viewed (many argued more correctly) as a collective, 
the Yssgaroth — had been one of his people’s greatest foes during their 
protohistory. It was said that they had constructed their own history in 
opposition to the Archons', spun their own spiralling universe off from that 
same raw material from which Urizen wrought Creation — and then 
collided again with the Archons’ dimension, and gone to war, for reasons 
lost to time. 


The Star Vampires’ realm had many names — some mythical and 
foreboding, others astonishingly prosaic. Though Lotto didn’t know it, an 
Archon technician, one of the few survivors & a member of the 
Mathematical Bureau, had recently dubbed it ‘Universe #2’, which was 
almost correct for reasons whose significance wholly eluded the stopped 
clocks of the Bureau. One thing, however, was certain: they were meant to 
be sealed there, unable to intrude again into the Archons’ domain. If he 
could beheld one of the wretched things now — then he was on the right 
path. 


There was one statue which wasn't holding up the wall, as the others 
did; but rather was sitting in a sun-disk, just barely touching the wall, and 
either holding together two cracks, or causing them. Lotto had never been 
the most devout student of religious iconography, but it wasn’t difficult to 
recognise Urizen, the Lord Founder — a naked, bearded man like a Greek 
Titan, almost beautiful, yet hideous — his whole being contorted with 
effort. 


Lotto looked away from the wall, warding off his unending awe of it. In 
the instance, he glimpsed a small hut. The best place to go, he reasoned: if 
someone had chosen to live here at the edge of the universe, they’d be the 
most likely to understand its mechanics. Hearing his thoughts, Mae led the 
way. 
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Then, at last, it began to sink in. They were actually at the edge of the 
universe. Already? To begin with, Lotto wasn’t certain that such a place 
could even logically exist — although logic had, admittedly, recently gone 
out of fashion — but even if it did, he shouldn’t have gotten here so 
easily... 


As the house grew nearer, a small light appeared in the window, and 
then an old man on a rocking chair was outside on the patio. 


Mae, now in the form of an elderly cat, walked up to the old man and 
sat on his lap, purring. 


Lotto, slightly embarrassed, spoke in a reverent tone. 


“Greetings, dweller at the edge. I am the Archon Lotto — an 
investigator, a wanderer, and most important of all at the present time, a 
pursuer of knowledge. Know ye the wisdom found without the bounds of 
the Anchored Cosmos, on the island-universes?” 


In truth, he disliked how the portentous words felt on his tongue, but he 
felt a sense of power was called for. 


The old man peered up at Lotto, a look of achievement and 
apprehension swimming over his face. 


“Knowledge? Ahh. Then it’s the Library you want. The Endless 
Library; the Library of the Plume Coteries, accessible by legal means via 
the Cosmic Gate. But you’re an Archon, and your heart...” 


The old man reached out, almost, but not quite, pressing a hand against 
Lotto’s chest. 


“Your ceur de lumiére... How interesting. Your only heart, it would 
seem, and you’ve had it removed... Hmm. Yes. If that is what you are —” 
He gestured up at the mountainous wall, behind which the “ocean” could 
still be heard crashing. ““— then take a boat out across the Great Black Void, 
leave the Bellbreaker's Cradle behind you entirely, and enter in by the Void 
Gate. This way, the Head Receptionist won’t question your lack of a heart. 
Just say you're fleeing from a universe where the Gods defeated the 
Archons, rather than admitting to them that such an event transpired in their 
home universe. We mustn’t give away the ending.” 


Lotto nodded, bowed in gratefulness, and began to walk from the 
cottage. Mae jumped off the old man's lap and started strolling away, before 
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turning around. For just a moment, and quite without warning, she was a 
girl, young and scruffy, looking at him in askance. 


“Wait!” the girl hailed him. “What book should we look for? The 
library's awful big, surely there's an unending amount of nonsense there.” 


The old man stroked his beard. “Zouché. I'd recommend The Book of 
Christmas. Good read, surprisingly enlightening. Bit funny in the middle, 
though. Think the author might've been... a little self-involved, to say the 
least.” 


He winked, as if there was some kind of hidden joke there. 


Mildly perplexed, but still determined to discover this forbidden 
knowledge, Lotto tsk-tsk'd Mae to come over, and they walked back to the 
Wall again. Taking pains to climb we// clear of the living Shambler, Lotto 
picked Mae — now a snake — up, and put her around his neck. She 
tightened her coil, enough to get a good grip, but not enough to hurt him. 


Using his walking stick to pull himself up, Lotto climbed higher and 
higher, until he could see out beyond the cliff and into the Great Black 
Void. A vessel resembling an Old Earth sailing ship stood just Outside — 
afloat on that non-substance which could, metaphorically, be described as 
the Great Ocean Around the Cosmos, or the void-between-worlds. Pulling 
himself up onto the ship, Lotto sat down whilst Mae took the wheel, 
guiding the ship away from the Bellbreaker's Cradle. Soon, not even the 
wall marking the edge of the universe could be seen, and all but the ship 
was blackness. 


This did all seem... overly convenient. Sitting in the captain's lodge as 
they continued sailing, Lotto suddenly realised how absurd it was that he 
hadn't questioned why there was an old man, or a house, at the supposed 
edge of the universe. Or why there had been a ship sitting just where they 
needed it... If he’d had a heart, he’d have said he felt by it that this was 
some sort of trap. And yet — why would somebody set a trap in the 
Library? More importantly, how would they ever get away with it? 


Suddenly, and very unexpectedly, the horizon appeared all around them, 
and they found themselves sitting at a table. The table was crowded over 
with cups and teapots, and a peculiar pair of beings were sitting there with 
Lotto and Mae. One was a little man with an aquiline nose and an 
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extraordinary hat; the other was a scruffy-looking rodent. Lotto and Mae 
had never met them before, but knew them at once for who they were. 


“Uh...What’s happening?” asked Lotto, perplexed. 


“Why,” one of them replied, “we’re waiting for Alice, of course! Pass 
the tea, Dormouse.” 


“Haigha,” the Mad Hatter lectured — pronouncing the name with such 
affectation that it took a moment for Lotto to parse it as Hare — “you know 
perfectly well you don’t know perfectly well who these people are, Alices 
sideways-mind!” 

Mae was currently in mouse form; she passed the tea as instructed, but 
then wasted no time in walking away down the road, quickly followed by 
Lotto. 


“They’re both quite mad, you know,” commented a wide-grinned cat. 


Turning a corner, the pair reappeared back on the interdimensional 
sailing boat. 


“<,. What was that, Mae?” asked Lotto. 


Mae looked up at him, as if he weren’t the brightest. Sounds of mad tea 
parties getting quieter, Lotto finally got the gist. That had been Wonderland 
without a doubt — and what could Wonderland be, save one of those many 
“asteroid universes”? They must be passing through one of the Great Rings. 


Walking back down to the captain’s cabin, Lotto found a book entitled 
The Cosmography of the Bellbreaker’s Cradle and the Related Worlds 
Thereof which, in addition to using the term ‘multiversum oppidanus’ to 
refer to both a ‘Big Bauble’ and the collection of ‘satellite worlds’ around 
it, described in detail how these ‘satellite worlds’ worked. It was heavy 
reading, and contained a laundry list of dream-lands, a directory of 
dimensions, a repertoire of hells and afterlives; in places the book seemed at 
war with itself, unable to decide if a “satellite world” and a “non-world” 
were the same kind of thing. He almost gave up when he noted the entry on 
the heartland of the House of the Fallen, which spoke of it as a ‘non-world’ 
which had perhaps been part of an ‘astral plane’, but was now within a 
‘mathematical shadow dimension’, itse/f resting in a somewhat-defunct 
timeline. If he’d been fond of that kind of talk, he’d have remained at the 
Academy. 
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Whilst Lotto read, the ship was carried along a particularly powerful 
current of alter-reality, narrowly avoiding the Deep Darkness, and just being 
caught by the existential pull of a junkyard-universe, sending the sailors 
back toward the Bellbreaker’s Cradle. Mae, still steering by herself, used 
her innate skill of navigation with respect to peculiar natures of reality to try 
and reach for the location of the Void Gate, which she presumed would feel 
like a pocket of reality among a sea of unreality. 


Mae let out a shrill sound — it was hard to tell which animal she’d 
become at the moment; it was dark, and the noises blended together. Lotto 
nodded. 


“Yes, you're right,” he said with a confident warmth. “One foot in front 
of the other. I'm sure it'll make sense soon...” 


His finger tapped the head of his cane, certainly hoping he'd be proven 
right. Mae, in turn, merely rolled her eyes. The amorphous animal was well 
aware that Lotto couldn't understand her in animal form, instead finding 
correlation in whatever he was already thinking. Had he realised what Mae 
actually spoke, he'd have realised they'd nearly arrived. 


Soon thereafter, the blackness ahead began forming into a greyness, 
with hints of architecture in the distance. A harbour grew out of nothing, 
and the ship slid silently into place. 

“Aaah!” Lotto spat out the tea he’d been drinking, shooting up to his 
feet in an instant. Shortly, he arrived up on the hull, and walked down with 
Mae onto the haber. Finally arriving at the entrance to the Void Gate of the 
Plume Coteries’ Library, the pair saw a terrible sign: 


The Library opens at 8 a.m. on weekdays. Come back in the 
morning. 

Lotto sank down to the floor in dismay. They had nowhere to go — 
they’d have to sleep here, on a border between reality and unreality, for an 


entire night, Whatever in Heaven that meant, here. Mae, now in feline form, 
curled up with Lotto, and they tried to get to sleep. 
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2. Into the Library 


Deep within the labyrinthine structure of the Library, an adolescent girl 


No. 

Deep within the Library, an elderly lady.... 
No. 

A woman in the prime of her life... 


Deep within the labyrinthine structure of the Library, a woman 
apparently in the prime of her life was hiding under a staircase, panting. 
The Plume Coteries had arrived here ages ago — by variable account, 
decades, centuries, or a little under a billion years — but Viv-Gabriel 
Arch’ikarios was still scared of them. She’d been wandering around this 
library for longer than she could possibly remember, having travelled here 
during the founding wars of the Lightbringers — or, as she liked to think of 
them, the Darkness-Banishers. She’d been kicked out, like so many of what 
some called the Great Old Ones. A number had shunted themselves into 
parallel universes, or else had assimilated into the Lightbringer’s new meta- 
structure of history, becoming Gods; but the vast majority had been 
slaughtered. Gabriel had tried leaving her home universe behind, but 
couldn’t quite manage it, instead finding her resting place here. She was not 
quite alone, but it was ancient and quiet and far from prying eyes. 


Then the Plume Coteries had come. 


Ever since then, Gabriel had been running around the Library, trying 
her best to avoid the Bookkeepers. But it wasn’t all bad; the arrival of the 
Plume Coteries had come with the arrival of the Birdhemoths, and by golly 
were they fun to ride. They reminded her of things of the old world. Cooped 
up in here, they now resembled giant chickens, but to Gabriel this just made 
them that much cuter. She’d occasionally taken one of them, nicknamed 
Majestie, out of the library by means of the prehistoric labyrinth the 
Bookkeepers somehow stil/ hadn’t discovered. 


On this particular day, which by the calendar of Gendar was nearing the 
winter solstice, and by the calendar of Old Earth, was Christmas Eve-Eve, 
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Gabriel was hiding from a Bookkeeper, Sebastien HI, who’d caught her 
signing her name all across various books. 


When she’d finally come to rest, in a small room intended for study, she 
was remarkably near to the Void Gate Room. Tiredness suddenly 
overwhelmed the woman, and she curled up on a sofa, promptly falling to 
sleep. 


The Head Receptionist of the Void Gate, Master Abigail von Strab’le, 
saw the large grandfather clock at the end of the hall chime eight o’clock, 
and reluctantly walked over, unlocking the grand wooden doors, but not 
opening them. Then, with painful slowness, he walked back to the Head 
Reception Desk, and sat behind it, finally pressing the button reading ‘Open 
the Void Gate’. 


At once, an old- and jolly-looking man, whose apparent age belied an 
aura of adventurous youth, stumbled into the Room, looking as though he’d 
just been asleep. With him was a cat — no, a girl — a small, messy, 
unkempt girl, perhaps his granddaughter. She seemed much more alert than 
her maybe-grandfather; she took in the sight of the Room for a moment, 
then walked up to the Head Receptionist’s desk, pulling along the old man, 
who was still rubbing his eyes from apparent exhaustion. Once she got 
close enough, the girl lifted herself up to stare the Bookkeeper in the eye. 


“Two entries to the Library, please.” 


Von Strab’le took out the scanning device he was required to use on 
every incoming visitor. First was the girl; more complicated that she 
appeared, that one — a complicated space-time event, perhaps some breed 
of Greater Time Elemental, though he wasn’t sure. The old man was more 
surprising. After pinging him, he stared at the display for a moment, then 
repeated the motion, scanning the jolly-looking man a second time. Still the 
same: the biology resembled that of a standard Archon manifestation, so 
much so that Abigail might almost have thought him to be a native of the 
Third Universe (as was his preferred term for it), were it not for the fact that 
the man seemed to possess no heart at all, let alone a ceur de lumiere. 


“You —” Von Strab’le hesitated, free hand involuntarily going up to 
feel his own chest. “Forgive me, you don’t have a —” 


“I know. We’re sorry for any disturbance — ah, you see, we’re fleeing 
from —” The old man seemed to hesitate. “From a world where the Gods 
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have won the Cosmic War. Th-they have poisoned the heritage of the 
Cathedral. I had to cut out my one and only heart, and this one here’, the 
jolly-looking man pointed at the girl by his side, “was my... granddaughter, 
the only family I have left.” 


“Ah. A common story, in its broad lines... This isn’t a sanctuary from 
War,” the Bookkeeper observed, his voice firm, though not unsympathetic. 


“We know,” the old man assured him. “We’ II leave by closing time, find 
some other place to hide... For now, we’d just like to have a look around 
this Library. We’ve heard so much about it! Er, only good things, I assure 
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you. 
Abigail gave a thoughtful sigh before nodding. 


“Come on in, then. Just be back by the twenty-second chime of the 
clock, and do not attempt to leave through the Cosmic Gate.” 


Mae and Lotto hurried on past, whilst the Head Receptionist began 
scanning the next visitor in line. Lady Aesculapius of the 10,000 Dawns. 
Again. 


Hearing the deafening noise of the Bells of the Hour of Opening of 
Christmas Eve (oh, how those Bookkeepers liked their fancy titles), Gabriel 
begrudgingly awoke and opened the doors of the room she had slept in, 
planning on moving deeper into the library to avoid the prying eyes of the 
Bookkeepers — maybe even to hang out with Maritsa. 


Standing in awe of the beauty of the Library, Lotto and Mae looked 
back at the Void Gate, and saw the queue of visitors growing ever larger, 
including the likes of Abraytha McColl of the Giekraal, Jenny Everywhere 
of the 31466344713163653th universe, and Mary Christmas of 
Christmasland. Had they the opportunity, Lotto would have loved to 
familiarise himself with his fellow visitors, but Mae was keeping them 
focused on their quest. They both looked up, and saw a forked grand 
staircase, its twin prongs landing on either side of the Desk, leading up into 
a higher floor. Deciding they would begin their quest for The Book of 
Christmas here, the pair took the right-hand staircase, and ascended. 

ok ok 


Stepping out of the room she had slept in, Gabriel suddenly saw an 
elderly man and what she presumed was his granddaughter, walking up the 
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stairs. She froze. These didn’t look like members of the Plume Coteries 
but they did appear to have only recently entered the Library. She didn’t 
like new, unexpected things. Gabriel dashed back inside the room, looked 
around, and hid behind the sofa she’d previously slept on. 


Lotto and Mae, unaware of Gabriel’s presence, entered the room. 


“You know, statistically speaking,” Lotto was complaining, “finding 
this book is bound to be very difficult. ’m not exactly sure how that old 
man thought we’d possibly achieve it, in fact.” He sighed. “I don’t suppose 
we should be so lucky that the Bookkeepers of this place have maps?” 


Perhaps I could help, thought Gabriel, but didn’t say anything. 
ok Xk 


In the depths of the Outside, Auteur reached toward the Universe. 
Failing that, the ink from his pen dripped into a solitary bubble, one of the 
many surrounding the Cosmos-proper, and a book began to write itself... 
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“Ah-ha!” remarked Lotto, discovering that The Book of Christmas was 
located in this very room, on the top shelf. 


Secretly he was slightly disappointed: a fine chance to show off his 
investigative skills had just been swept under the rug. Part of him regretted 
instinctively climbing up to the highest shelf. Still, in the end, an anticlimax 
was better than never finding the blasted thing. 

Gabriel, however, was naught but shocked. The chance of someone 
finding the specific book they were looking for, practically immediately, 
was so small it scarcely bore thinking about. Betruth, she’d have given 
higher odds to the possibility that the Plume Coteries might stop burning 
the damned books. 


Something was amiss... 
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3. Silent Night, Holy Night 


Once upon a time in the Universe, on the planet known to its 
descendants as Old Earth, in a land called Judaea, in a city called 
Bethlehem, a baby was born. 


If he ever existed — and few things didn’t exist at least some of the 
time — this baby’s name would later be recorded as Jesus Christ, and his 
legacy would, further down the line, give the name of Christmas to a winter 
celebration in the western world, assembled out of half-forgotten stories — 
fragments of Yule and the Saturnalia. 


Much ink would be spilled in later centuries concerning the life story of 
this baby, and particularly the tale of his birth. It was a lovely tale as far as 
it went, albeit a little static; soft-eyed donkey, blazing star, humbled Magi- 
Kings. What most recordings of this “first Christmas” missed, however — 
and this was quite possibly due to the mechanics of both metatime and 
transfictivity, more than any preventable oversight on the part of the 
storytellers — was this: 


Immediately before Mary, mother of Christ, placed her son in the 
manger, he was whisked away to the Library of the Plume Coteries. 
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Back in the Library of the Plume Coteries, Lotto opened up the book on 
a random page, and before getting a chance to even glimpse at the writing 
within, heard the distant, yet distinct, sound of a newborn baby’s cries, 
which seemed to be echoing all throughout the Library. Immediately, Lotto 
looked up and away from the book, which promptly shut itself. Gabriel held 
her breath — the granddaughter was gone, leaving a rabbit in her place. 
Strangely, the old man seemed completely nonplussed about this sudden 
change. 


Pocketing the book in his large trench-coat, Lotto slowly walked out of 
the room — exiting, notably enough, through a different door than the one 
through which he had entered. On his face was the bespoke quizzical look 
of the seasoned detective. Mae followed, hopping. 


Slowly, Gabriel got up from behind the sofa, waited a few seconds, and 
then silently followed Lotto and Mae, being equal parts curious about the 
baby, the book, and Lotto. 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


The pair weaved through corridors, down and up stairs, constantly 
listening out for the cries of this far-off infant who could somehow always 
be heard. For an old man with a limp and a walking stick, Gabriel found 
Lotto shockingly difficult to follow: making up for his unimpressive speed, 
the Archon would often stop unexpectedly and switch direction, his keen 
hearing aiding in the mission. A couple of times, this almost resulted in 
Gabriel revealing herself. 


Finally, after what felt to Gabriel like an hour, Lotto and Mae entered a 
large, open room. The phrase which came to mind, absurdly enough, was “a 
clearing in a forest”. Lying in the middle of the room was a small baby, who 
gave off the aura of having been born incredibly recently, whilst appearing 
to be several months old. Gabriel, being in some arguable respects a deity, 
could sense another deity when they were in the room. And she could sense 
a youthful one right here — a person of the Triune God of Old Earth. 
Almost feeling the urge to laugh at the absurdity of the situation, Gabriel 
realised the unassailable truth: here was Jesus Christ, straight out of the 
most literal-minded of religious tableaus. She let out an audible gasp, and 
Mae turned around. 


Gabriel froze. 


She didn’t know what to do. Mae slowly approached her, even as Lotto, 
unaware, cautiously approached the crying child. 


Gabriel’s seventeen micro-hearts, arranged all over her body as if a 
constellation, sped up tremendously. She was ready to bolt from the room, 
down the corridors, and right out of the Cosmic Gate. Maybe she could find 
some place to hide in the Amazolian System (that being, if she recalled 
correctly where the Gate exited). She’d heard from Maritsa that Coloth had 
good things to say about, certainly. 


And yet — she couldn’t run. Not that she was merely paralysed with 
fear — no, her sentiment was far worse, far more dangerous. She had a 
feeling, slowly creeping into her mind, that maybe this rabbit and its 
companion would be nice — even as every other part of her screamed that 
this completely unjustified trust was sure to be the end of her. 


The rabbit touched her leg with its paws, and Gabriel passed out. 
ok ok 
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Lotto reached out, and picked up the baby in his arms — which he did 
somewhat haphazardly, not having held one with his particular pair of limbs 
before. 


Crash. 
(4 ‘Wh ==? b) 


Lotto swivelled around 180-degrees, nearly dropping the Son of God in 
the process. A somewhat ethereal woman of peculiarly indeterminable age 
was lying on the floor, seemingly passed out, with Mae’s paw covering her 
hand. 


“Hmm...” 


Lotto stared at the pair, curious about this woman. Had she been 
following them for long? He would’ve tried to figure something out about 
her, but the baby was still crying in his arms. In a rush, Lotto gently 
shushed and rocked the baby. 


“Oh don’t worry, little one,” he muttered soothingly. “We’re just going 
to help this lady and then help you find your parents, whoever they are, mh? 
There, there.” 


Rearranging the baby in his arms, Lotto walked over to Mae, knelt 
down and placed the baby back on the floor nearby, wrapped in his long 
purple scarf. Then, he peered at the woman. Her eye twitched, opened, and 
then closed again. Mae looked up at Lotto, and he got the idea he should 
leave the room. Picking up the baby, Lotto begrudgingly complied. 
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Gabriel slowly, cautiously, opened one eye. She saw the rabbit. She 
closed the eye. She opened the eye again, saw the rabbit, and kept her eye 
open. 


Trembling only slightly, Viv-Gabriel stood up, and looked down at the 
rabbit. The rabbit stared at her, as if peering through her soul, and she, 
strangely enough, felt herself relaxing. 


The rabbit backed away slowly, clearly trying not to scare the woman, 
and slowly, non-threateningly, transformed herself into the scruffy girl from 
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earlier. Her eyes and hair were purple, making her look Gendar, although 
Gabriel got the distinct impression this was intentional. 


Smiling gently, the Gendar girl helped Gabriel up, patted the dust off 
her, and stared at her again. Composing herself, the false Gendar girl held 
out her hand, and said: 


“My name is Mae, what’s yours?” 


“«.. Viv-Gabrie’| Arch—arch—” She stammered. “Er, never mind all 
that. Call me... Gabriel.” 


Mae smiled again. Gabriel smiled back. 


“It’s very nice to meet you,” said Mae. “Can I introduce you to my 
friend? He’s really quite harmless.” 


Gabriel pursed her lips, but gave a resolute nod, met with another smile 
from Mae. 


“Lotto! You can come back now!” shouted Mae. 
“Shh! You’ll attract the Bookkeepers!” cautioned Gabriel. 
“Oh, sorry...” Mae whispered. 


Lotto came back in, with a worrying bounce in his step for someone 
carrying a now-sleeping baby. “Hello,” he whispered, “I’m sure my friend 
here has introduced us.” 


“T — careful! In your arms! Jesus Christ!” Gabriel suddenly shouted, 
uncaring of the slight hypocrisy. 


Mae rolled her eyes. Lotto looked quizzically at the infant. 


“What about h —” He blinked, and his eyebrows shot up. “Jesus 
Christ!?” 


“Jesus Christ,” Gabriel repeated again, with a nod. 


“You all shouldn’t swear so much,” Mae said with an equanimous 
smile. “It’s naughty.” 

“No, I... it’s what?” Lotto took a moment to glaring at Mae, who 
smirked. Oh. She Anew what Gabriel meant. 


Gabriel, mustering all the courage she needed not to cry whilst talking 
to a complete stranger, sighed and explained again. 
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“Jesus. Christ, son and person of God, and son of Mary. Is. In your 
arms.” 


She forced the words out with great effort; each sentence-fragment was 
spoken in the calmest voice she could muster, but the stilted sequence was 
less than serene in effect. 


Lotto’s more reserved side crumbled quickly, holding the baby just 
slightly more tightly as Mae began to investigate. Those piercing eyes 
stared at Gabriel once again as she asked: 


“And why should either of us believe you? Don’t think me rude, but it 
looks like you were following us. Bit suspicious. And that wasn’t your full 
True Name you gave, just now. So. Why should we believe you when you 
say something like — that?” 


“*.,. because I'm a protohistoric inhabitant of this Library?” 


“Yes, well, that doesn’t help —” Mae said with a casual shrug. “I mean, 
why should we believe that?” 


“TI — well —” Gabriel snapped her fingers, face brightening at a sudden 
idea. “Oh, I know! Don’t you Archons have some kind of telepathic ability? 
Just read my mind, sense if I’m telling the truth. Go on, [Il let you.” 


Mae looked to Lotto expectently, who gave a bashful nod. 
“Right. Yes. You know, I often forget I can do that,” Lotto admitted. 


He visibly concentrated for a few minutes of very awkward silence, 
during which Gabriel analysed the cover of a nearby book entitled The 
Beauty in a Paradox. \t featured an apparently human girl amongst an 
assortment of aliens, and a red telephone box. 


“... Youre telling the truth,” he concluded. “I think. It’s hard to tell.” 


Lotto, as his recent display had just made obvious, was incredibly 
poorat the spiritual or psychic aspects of Archonhood. Which was 
somewhat ironic, considering he was a detective, but he liked to believe a 
true detective took no shortcuts through the journey of a mystery. Before 
Sherlock Holmes was turned into fiction, Lotto had enjoyed spending time 
with him, seeing who could figure out a case before the other. Sherlock 
often won, of course. 
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“Wow. I’m not sure I’ve ever met an Archon who was that bad at this,” 
Gabriel commented, her tone too genuinely bemused to come across as 
insulting. “Er — granted, I haven’t met that many. Anyway; now that you 
know I’m telling the truth, shouldn’t we put this Jesus guy... back where he 
came from?” 


“* .. Nazareth?” 


“No no no, you silly,” Gabriel corrected, shocked at her own confidence 
in obscure religious lore. “What we need is Bath — Belli... Bethlehem, 
that’s the one. He grew up in Nazareth — er, or he will do — but look at 
him, this little guy’s only just been born. Jn Bethlehem. That’s where we 
need to put him back.” 


“And how, exactly, do you plan on doing that?” 


Gabriel considered using her secret labyrinth, but decided against 
revealing it unless absolutely necessary. “I’m not sure.” 


Mae rolled her eyes, and spoke. 
“T can literally take you anywhere in the universe, Lotto. Remember?” 


“Very true, Mae, but we’re not in the universe right now! One wrong 
turn and we could end up in another universe’s Bethlehem altogether! The 
last thing we need is to give some Jesus Christ a twin!” replied Lotto. “A 
single one is enough of a distraction — can you imagine what two of them 
could to a human noosphere? To the course of History itself?” 


“That can be solved, all we need to do is travel through the Cosmic —” 
They gave her pained looks before she’d even finished. “Oh, you two came 
through the Void Gate, didn’t you? So you can’t go through the Cosmic 
Gate! Bugger!” Gabriel groaned in frustration. 


Mae and Lotto exchanged glances, but didn’t say anything. 


Gabriel decided it was absolutely necessary. “I know another way into 
the Universe. Well, parts of it. And it's dangerous.” 


“We're listening,” Lotto and Mae said in unison. 
“Follow me, then.” 


The pair followed Gabriel in silence, and butterflies danced through her 
stomach, as she realised she had just enjoyed talking to new people, for the 
first time in a while; Maritsa was her only other friend. 
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After going through many corridors and a variety of secret 
passageways, the trio, with Lotto still carrying baby Jesus, arrived at a small 
hole in the wall, appearing to be a small cave entrance. Gabriel went on all 
fours, signalling the others to follow, and crawled through. After departing 
this maze, each member of the party would recall being in a completely 
ordinary labyrinth, although Lotto was very sceptical of the truth of this 
recollection. Regardless, they made it out to the other side, to the planet 
Proxima Centauri d, commonly referred to by its inhabitants as “Centauri”, 
although this infuriated cosmologists, as the other two planets around 
Proxima Centauri did this same thing. 


Once there, they briefly stopped to appreciate the beautiful night sky, 
landled with stars. The baby stared as well, with a satisfied smile which was 
distinctly that of someone who held himself responsible for putting the stars 
there in the first place. 


“No you didnt,” Lotto felt compelled to say as a Sun Builder. “Not 
actually.” 


But he had. In his story, he had. The baby twittered innocently. 


At last, Mae, again in rabbit form, led the others to a corner, around 
which they walked. In a flash, they appeared just inside the Gate to 
Bethlehem, at the point where the letters B.C. gave way to the letters A.D.. 
The Year 0 — the First Christmas — compressed into a single, magical 
instant. As a veteran of the Cosmic War, Lotto was quite familiar with such 
things. 

They began to briskly walk in the direction of the Inn, before being 
interrupted by a group of regally-adorned wise men, riding on the backs of 
camels. One of these men, these Kings, shouted over to the group. 


“Young lady,” he said, presumably addressing Gabriel — “know ye 
where the Castle of the King of Heaven and Earth may be found? We 
followed the Star...” 


The dark-skinned wise man pointed up at the sky, where a blazing jewel 
of light, more like a four-pointed diamond than any ball of flaming gas the 
time-travellers had ever seen, was hovering in place. The sight shocked 
Lotto to such an extent that he almost fell back, only to be saved by what 
seemed to him like the baby in his arms impossibly yanking him upward 
again. 
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It seemed to have stopped somewhere over the town — though it was 
hard to go from such broad impressions to a particular street address, 
especially in an era that rather predated street-signs. 


“We followed that bright star all this way from our kingdoms,” another 
Magus elaborated, “but its guidance through the City proper has proved 
lacking.” 


“Twice,” the third explained, “we have rounded back and attempted to 
follow it to the Palace of the King of Kings, only to find ourselves at a 
dead-end — a stable behind some inn or tavern —” 


“Truly, we three would be most in your debt,” the first Magus finished. 
“We’re not from —’, Lotto began, only to be shushed by Gabriel. 


“Ah. I see where you’ve become confused,” she said lightly. “We’d be 
happy to guide you! Just heading that way ourselves, in fact.” 


The King who had spoken looked very smugly to his two compatriots; 
clearly they hadn’t believed he’d get them any help. 


“Are you indeed?” he said in a pleased tone. “Have you brought 
something, then, to present to the Holy Family?” 


Gabriel, Lotto and Mae shared a look. 


“You could say that,” Gabriel said uneasily. “Well, we’d better get 
going...” 


As the sextet drew nearer and nearer to the Inn, and the Stable, the Magi 
talked to Lotto — who was, as ever, eager to learn — about their lives in 
the east, and the kingdoms they presided over. As the conversation 
progressed, Lotto got the distinct impression these people didn’t have fully- 
fledged backstories, as if they’d been thrown together haphazardly by some 
mad author... 


“Lotto —” Gabriel whispered, jerking a finger in the direction of the 
Inn, which they had almost reached. 


“Oh! Uh... good talking, you Three Kings of Orient Are sure quite 
knowledgeable, I’m certain that Messiah of yours will /ove the gifts... 
Anyway, must dash...” 


And he was off, not running but getting as close as he could with an 
infant in his arms, toward the stables around the back. 
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“Forsooth he will!” bellowed that same, enthusiastic King. “We have 
for him gold, frankincense, and myrrh!” 


Without turning around, Lotto gave them a double thumbs-up. 
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“Great stuff! Every baby’s fondest dreams, those are! Toodle-oo 


Lotto burst in the stable, catching a distraught Mary. Although this 
complicated events, Lotto seemed absolutely determined to announce his 
presence. 


“Hello!” he warmly greeted, “Sorry for the disturbance. You see, um...” 
Lotto recovered less-than-decorously from the toll the run had taken on his 
ageing physiology, and panted for a time before he continued. “I’m... ah, an 
angel of the Lord, or something,’ he muttered — close enough, close 
enough. “Er, here he is again. God... was just making sure your baby was 
healthy. You know, one has to weigh them and suchlike, mh? Well, it’ll be 
all the rage someday...” 


Finding solace in his patter, which was preventing the legendary virgin 
opposite him from asking any inconvenient questions, so gobsmacked was 
she, Lotto placed the baby back in the manger. He gave a dutiful nod to the 
shocked lady as he awarded her “top marks!”, and was almost tempted to 
stop and chat some more as she gave him a timid, thankful smile — but that 
was a big enough footprint of history already, he supposed. 


The Three Kings, aided by a trio of mysterious strangers, arrived just 
before the Shepherds. They could not help but notice that the baby in the 
manger looked rather familiar; but, they supposed, some things were not for 
even the wisest of men to understand. 
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Auteur, in his hiding-place outside reality, allowed himself a frustrated 
shriek. He’d worked hard to put that gap there, in one of the greatest myths 
of Earth. If he’d only had longer to reduce himself into a skeletal little 
infant — gotten himself mailed to Bethlehem — 


— ah, well, it had been a far-fetched dream. He put the scheme out of 
his mind. There were other means to break in... 
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4. The Bridge 


The detective, rabbit, and protohistoric woman returned to the Library 
of the Plume Coteries by doing all the aforementioned steps backward, this 
time ending up in a cosy room with a fireplace. 


Lotto sat down in the armchair, Mae on his lap, and Gabriel sitting 
cross-legged opposite. Feeling at his pocket, he pulled up Zhe Book of 
Christmas and cracked it open. Turning past the author’s note, copyright, 
and “thank you’’s, he was mildly surprised to note that the author had, for 
some reason, been credited entirely in French. Finally, he found the first 
page of the first chapter. 


The last time he’d opened the book, he’d opened it thoughtlessly, and 
had more than an inkling that this fact and the mysterious appearance of an 
imaginary infant in the Library had not been unconnected. This time, he 
took great care to respect the artefact of paper and cardboard. Another step 
beyond the deterministic rationalism of his home culture, he reflected — 
though living objects had not been unknown to his Lords on the Morning 
Star. 


The book seemed receptive to his careful handling, and gave no signs of 
sparking further supernatural shenanigans as he began to make his way into 
the contents. The opening paragraph seemed to describe a journey of two 
children into the land of Santa Claus. As the tale got underway, it became 
apparent that they had visited this “Christmasland” before; the old sprite 
welcomed them as old friends, even asking after their family. 


Near the beginning of the second chapter, by which point Lotto had 
begun reading aloud to the attentive Mae and Gabriel, a mischievous group 
of Elves stole a device instrumental to Santa's ability to deliver presents 
across the world, termed the “Claus-Rosen Bridge”, planning to use it to 
access to every Christmas in the world and give all the children coal. It was 
around this point that Lotto began to articulate the thought that the plot, far 
from the benign Christmas tale he had anticipated, seemed like the product 
of a deranged mind. Was this a fairy-tale, or high-concept science fiction? 


He voiced this opinion aloud; Gabriel thought for a moment, and 
objected that “such absurd things only happen in reality”. 


Kk 3K 
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Across the borders of fiction, the Author of All the Universe spread his 
ink across the snowy lattice around Christmasland, bringing up a faction of 
devious Elves into one of the many workshops of Father Christmas. 
Generations passed. 


* KK 


Far away, at the Void Gate, seven Elves — who would perhaps be more 
accurately described as “imps” — carried a large machine, which looked 
rather less like a serious piece of dimensional engineering and rather more 
like an off-brand Stargate television prop, though it was no less efficacious 
for it. 


It was far too large for the imps, who struggled under the weight, as the 
Head Receptionist of the Void Gate, Master Abigail von Strab’le, scanned 
them all, indeed finding them to be from “Christmasland”, just like the 
Mary Christmas he had vetted earlier. The imps giggled as they ventured 
past the Desk, into the depths of the Library; and though his scanner had 
detected nothing amiss, Von Strab’le could not escape the suspicion that 
they were pulling a fast one over him, somehow. 
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Whilst Lotto read, the clock chimed nineteen times, and they all looked 
up. 

“Hm. Not closing time yet,” said Lotto, eyes wavering between the 
clock and the strangely alluring book. 


“Not quite,” said Gabriel, determined, “but it will be soon. Wouldn’t 
you rather let me show you around for a bit? I don’t know why you wanted 
this book, but...” 


“T wouldn’t say it’s really holding its promises, no,” Lotto frowned. 


His thoughts felt clearer as he snapped the book shut — though not 
before placing a bookmark where he had stopped. Why had he kept reading 
it for so long? It certainly held no clues to his forgotten memories. He 
wasn’t even sure the children in the tale were supposed to be human. 


After placing Zhe Book down on his chair, Lotto picking up Mae, 
placing the now-dormouse to comfortably sit in his scarf, he led the way out 
of the room, looking over his shoulder to call after the immortal woman, 
who was still sitting down, her gaze distant as she considered what 
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directions to give to her new friends. She hoped she might run into Maritsa 


“Gabby! Come on!” said Lotto. 
“Don’t call me that”, Gabriel replied, voice cool, as she rose to her feet. 
“Er, sorry,” Lotto mumbled. 


Gabriel strived ahead, pushing past Lotto. After a minute, she realised 
he might, perhaps, have interpreted her response as a mark of irritation, and 
flashed a smile back at him. 


OK OK 


The imps lifted the Claus-Rosen Bridge across the entrance hall, 
determined to reach the fabled Krismasbuk from the tales of their Creator. 
The tabloids they had inherited from the previous generation’s previous 
generation,spanning back to time untold, told of a pendant, given to the first 
Elf Mischiéve, which could guide the way to the Krismasbuk. 


They were the Chosen, they knew — the later generations of Elf 
Mischiéve — the ones who had finally stolen into the largest factory of 
Master Claus. It was, they felt, to the applause of generations of ghosts, 
watching from that secret underworld where evil Elves went to die, that 
they had acquired a sled; that they had suborned the reindeer Prancer and 
Blixem; that they had traversed the Great Black Void, always following the 
guide of the pendant. 


And none of these Imps of Fate was prouder than Hans Von Waldamon, 
the leader of their party. It was he who held the pendant, blazing red like a 
hellish beacon as it beckoned them ever onwards. 


Honni soit qui mal y pense'!: it looked not at all like the nose of any 
unpopular deuterocanonical reindeer. 


OK OK 


“If I may be so bold as to inquire,” Lotto said as they made their way 
through the Library — “how do reality and time and, ah, whatnot... that is, 
how do they work here?” 


Gabriel glanced back at him with a raised eyebrow. “What do you 
mean?” 
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“T mean the child. I understand that we’re on the borders of this 
universe, so it’s not hard to deduce it’s easier for things to cross the 
interdimensional schisms here than it would be in the Cradle itself... Yet 
you seemed surprised, and you live here, yes? Let us assume that we were 
correct; that we indeed found the Son of God, or a son of a God, at least. 
How then — how, in fact — did he end up in the Library, out of time, or out 
of the book, whichever it was? It’s not an ordinary phenomenon, is it?” 


“Well, yes and no...” Gabriel started before stopping. It was strange. 
People had been known to end up here by accident, but not often, and 
especially not newborn children. “The child must have been placed here,” 
she realised, speaking as much to herself as to the Archon. 


“IT see,” Lotto said as his hand held the book through his coat. “The 
question then is who could have... hmm. Tell me, do you know what 
Auteur means?” 


“Oh, that’s simple. It’s a human word — French.” 


“Yes, I thought it was,” Lotto nodded, walking along. He briefly 
touched the head of his cane to his lips. “But what does it mean?” 


“Tt just means... author,” Gabriel replied. “Why do you ask?” 
“Oh, no reason, just curious,” Lotto lied, smiling. 


Now, where had he heard that name before... He felt as if his brain was 
clouding, preventing him from remembering precisely what he — well, 
never mind. He could pick his memory on human literary jargon once he 
was back home. There were sights to see before Closing Time came around. 


OK 3K 


The trio had been exploring — Mae in her often-preferred form of a 
rabbit — for some time when Gabriel stopped dead in her tracks — her 
beautiful form becoming still as a statue. Footsteps, dozens of them, were 
storming down the Library with a sense of serious intent that made her 
blood run cold. Had she been clumsy? Maybe she’d been spotted — maybe 
she’d been tracked down. Curse her for daring to spend time with her new 
friends! She’d known it could only be a matter of time — 


Lotto and Mae watched with silent curiosity as she quickly dodged into 
a nook between bookshelves — a simple, but effective hiding spot. 
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“What are you doing?” Lotto asked before she quickly shushed him. 


“Just blend in! Look inconspicuous!” she pleaded, her tone one of pure 
worry. 

He wasted no time moving over to a nearby bookshelf, better covering 
the nook using the bulk of his own frame. Mae hopped out to maintain their 
story, turning back into the young woman as the footsteps passed. It was 
only a few more seconds before the sound passed, Gabriel giving a sigh of 
relief. 


“Sorry,” she said meekly as she left her hiding spot. “I should probably 
explain...” 


Lotto shook his head swiftly, “No need. We all have our reasons and I 
won’t pry any further than we need. Besides, can’t we always trust a 
friend?” He hoped a smile would help Gabriel to relax. 


“It looks like they’re heading in the direction we came from,” Mae 
noted as they quietly wandered down the corridor. She had kept a careful 
eye on those passing by, although she couldn’t quite put her finger on what 
they were. Some kind of Christmas Elves, she fancied, only warped by... 
something. They had already vanished out of sight by the time she reached 
the end of the corridor, but she was certain that their footsteps were heading 
deeper into the Library, just where they’d come from. 


Lotto looked quickly up at Gabriel, now with his mind set to a mission. 
“How well are you able to change your form?” 


Gabriel blinked, caught off guard by the question. “Well... It’s rather 
complicated,” she explained, “but I can essentially change my form freely. 
Sometimes I change whenever people aren’t looking.” 


“Excellent! I need you to focus very carefully,” he instructed her, 
standing by her side. “I need you to copy Mae’s exact form here.” 


“What? Why?” 
“Because you’re very clearly hiding from something and, while I won’t 
ask why, I’d rather we didn’t all get noticed. You need to copy her form — 


age, height, how she walks down to the hairs on her head, every detail so 
nobody suspects a thing. Can you do that?” 
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“Of course she can,” Mae said, speaking to Lotto, but reassuring 
Gabriel herself. “She’s very talented, I can tell.” 


Gabriel stopped for a moment, both this request and the proceeding 
complement catching her off-guard. She nodded, and... changed. There was 
no flash of light or transitional haze; she changed from one instant to the 
next, like the most primitive of editing effects — now identical to the form 
Mae had taken earlier, not the Gendar, but the less placeable the Head 
Receptionist had mistaken for Lotto’s granddaughter. 


Lotto gave an excited cheer, applauding Gabriel. Mae swiftly changed 
herself into a robin, fluttering up to sit on Lotto’s scarf. 


{?? 


“Now then!” he called, “Come along, Gabriel 
ad 


Led by Hans Von Waldamon, the impish Elves continued dragging the 
Claus-Rosen Bridge through the seemingly-endless network of bookcases. 
Every time they turned a corner, the edges of the Bridge collided with a 
bookcase, requiring additional manoeuvring, and frequently knocking 
books onto the floor (not that the Elves actually cared about that). One imp, 
stubbing his green toe on a falling book, paused for a few seconds. Whilst 
nursing his injury, this Elf — who happened to be called Chortle Von 
Krampus, and took that name quite seriously — looked over at a parallel 
path and saw a man. 


This was not, in itself, remarkable; but the man seemed to be around the 
same age as Master Claus, and was being led along by what looked like his 
granddaughter, with a rabbit hopping along. Momentarily puzzled, the Elf 
quickly moved on, anxious to catch up with the group. 


“Halt!” Von Waldamon demanded, stopping so fast that all five of the 
remaining Elves holding the Bridge crashed into each other. The machine 
dropped to the floor, and one rivet fell away, rolling sideways into the 
corridor inhabited by that strange man, the one who looked aged like 
Christmas. 


“The fabled, ever-legendary, and all-dominating Krismasbuk is close! 
By my calculations, it should be in one of these rooms nearby,” Von 
Waldamon bellowed. 
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By calculations, he meant only that he had observed the pull of the 
pendant, but this leadership gig was his chance to prove himself a superior 
kind of Elf, and he was going to milk it for all he was worth. He’d already 
begun growing a little red goatee on his pointed green chin. 


Whilst the other five imps began ferociously searching, and Hans 
studied his pendant with obvious glee, Chortle ran into the adjacent corridor 
to pick up the missing rivet, hoping to replace it before Von Waldamon 
noticed — or at least to gain his praise for returning it, rather than his ire for 
losing it. 

ae 


Gabriel, Mae, and Lotto continued down the corridor, with Mae and 
Lotto encouraging Gabriel to point things out and explain them. For Mae, 
being in robin-form, this admittedly consisted mainly of chirping 
insistently, but the others got the gist. 


However, a bare few minutes into this endeavour, Mae began chirping 
rather too insistently — and loudly, at that. Gabriel, being ahead, turned 
around, and saw the cause of her distress: the same maybe-Elf she’d spotted 
earlier, now peering curiously at the trio. He was little and green, dressed in 
dark, vaguely-mediaeval clothing; his hat was pointy, as were his ears, his 
chin, and his nose. 


They looked back, confused. Paying them no mind, the Elf spotted 
something of clear interest on the floor, picked it up, and quickly dashed 
away. 


Such a sight, without warning or explanation, would leave any human 
slightly dazed at best — but then again, it was fairly mild as experiences in 
the Library went. And yet Lotto noticed Gabriel seemed to be thinking quite 
hard. 


“What is it, Lotto?” he asked. 


“T feel I know where that guy comes from... Spending so long in the 
Library, it's difficult to keep track of visitors, but I swear...” 


Mae, on Lotto’s shoulder, stared at Gabriel. Surprisingly, this helped. 


“ve got it! 925 Christmases ago, that specific Elf delivered my 
Christmas present to me!” 
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“T say — what an astonishing memory you have,” Lotto murmured with 
woeful envy. He hesitated. “I... uhm... wait a tick. Christmas Elves are 
real?” 

“Why, of course, silly! And they live in Christmasland.” 


“A pocket dimension, I take it?” asked Lotto, trying to remember if 
he’d seen it mentioned in the book onboard the sailing ship. 


“Not exactly,” said Gabriel, earning an anger-less ‘Dammit’ from Lotto. 
“But something like that, yes. They used to live at the North Pole, of course 
— some say they only moved because of all the planes flying over the 
North Pole starting around the 20th century...” 


“O-kay. And why would one be here, now?” 


“Well, it is Christmas in the morning... in fact, in only a few hours’ 
time!” Gabriel said, checking her watch. She frowned. “But he didn’t seem 
to be carrying any presents...” 


The robin on Lotto’s shoulder visibly rolled its eyes. This being a tall 
order for a robin, she transformed her face into a vaguely humanoid one for 
the purpose — briefly throwing Lotto off-balance as he adjusted to the 
increased weight — and said: 


“Guys, if you’re curious, he’s a bright idea: follow the Elf.” 


The two humanoids exchanged glances, and ran down the corridor in 
the direction the Elf had appeared. 


ed 
Chortle arrived back at the Bridge, and began re-inserting the missing 
rivet, before feeling an astonishingly pointy shadow cast across him. 
He looked up. 
Hans Von Waldamon stared down. 


“That wouldn’t have fallen out if you’d been helping to carry the Bridge 
— my — our legacy! — rather than tending to your little ‘injwuries’! 
You’re a disgrace!” 


The words bellowed out of his mouth in an explosion of rage. Chortle 
did not chortle, but cowered into himself, collapsing into a foetal position 
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on the floor. Hans extracted the metal spike from the poor Elf’s hand, and 
placed it back into the Bridge. 


“Sir! Sir! Master! Er — Von!” shouted a small Elf named Jolly bar- 
Claus. 


Hans raised a pointy eyebrow. He couldn’t, of course, be seen to smile, 
unless it was a devious grin. And yet — in stark contrast to his disposition 
towards the discredit to the forces of mischief that was Chortle, he was 
inclined to like this Elf, who had remembered that he preferred to be called 
by his middle name, which too many people for his liking had a habit of 
confusing for the German preposition von. 


“Yes? What is it, Bar?” asked Hans, attempting to extend him the same 
courtesy, and quite unaware that bar- really was a preposition in this case. 


“T’ve found the book!” said Jolly, electing not to mention it. 


With a mask of begrudging, but secretly filled with the highest 
anticipation, Hans walked over to the Elf, and picked the book out of his 
hand. 


KK 3K 


Turning the corner, the three first saw the defeated imp-elf, and then 
quickly saw the strange Stargate-like device. The largest Elf, seemingly the 
leader, was holding The Book of Christmas. He dropped it into the device, 
and... 


KK 3K 


Their apotheosis was upon them! The Elves, bar Chortle, surrounded 
the Bridge as its centre increased in brightness — 


KK 3K 


Auteur sensed it. Every Christmas was at his fingertips. Soon he would 
step through them, becoming them all, and from there — history would 
warp, shudder, and re-coalesce around his Will. He would be the new Lord 
Founder of a new Morning Star — heralding a horde of Grigori consisting 
of his own characters — 
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5. Saving Christmas 


“No!”? Gabriel shouted, louder than Lotto and Mae were aware she was 
capable, causing the Elves to all turn ‘round, in shock. “That... that's the 
device Santa uses to deliver his presents at Christmas...” 


Hans and the rest of his Elves smirked, clearly enjoying Gabriel’s 
distress. 


“Not to ask a stupid question, but why does Santa have a portal? And 
how do you recognise it on sight?” implored Lotto. 


“How else would he get to everyone on Christmas, silly? And, wouldn’t 
it be weirder if I hadn’t visited the Claus-Rosen Bridge in Christmasland at 
some point since time immemorial?” 


Hans rolled his eyes, picked his pointy hat off, and threw it in Gabriel’s 
face, toppling her over. Whilst Lotto ran over to help her, the imp-elves all 
jumped into the Bridge, save, again, for Chortle. 

The three stared at each other. Lotto was about to run into the Bridge 
after the Elves, but Gabriel held him back with a shout of “Stop!”’. 

Lotto stopped, looking back at Gabriel. “B-but the Elves — saving 
Christmas —” 

“I doubt that Bridge does actually connect Christmasland,” she 
explained. “It's meant to be used from there, and if anyone knows how to 
turn that thing off, 1t’d be Father Christmas.” 

“Alright, then,” said Lotto, slipping into investigation-mode. “Alright. 
What, exactly, has this Bridge opening actually done?” 

“I’m not certain, but if anyone had access to every Christmas.... Just 
imagine how much of history they could hold in their palm... It’d be like 
your people’s protohistory all over again.” 

Lotto thought back to that Shambler from the Stars trapped at the edge 
of the universe, held in an eternal vice-grip between the knuckles of a 
Lightbringer. He thought back to his War-time masters. To the hunted look 
in Gabriel’s eyes. 

And nodded. 


“How do we get there?” 
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“I’m really not sure...” Gabriel apologised. “The Elves probably came 
here with some reindeer, but I doubt they’d be willing to take some randos 
back to Christmasland, if they haven’t left already.” 


Mae jumped down from Lotto’s shoulder, transforming into a poshly- 
dressed young boy. “I remember, after me and Lotto came through the Void 
Gate, hearing the Head Receptionist say ‘Mary Christmas’. I’d thought it 
wasn’t the genuine deal, but now...” 


“Brilliant!” 


“Wait!” Lotto shouted, and they both paused, looking at him. “In that 
book, the one that Elf just threw into the Bridge... I remember seeing the 
word ‘Auteur’ in the author’s notes over and over... Maybe he’s the one 
authoring the events before us — first the child, and now this.” 


Gabriel seemed sceptical. “What, some guy called himself ‘Author’? 
Seems a bit unlikely.” 


“Says the girl who's been living in a library outside the universe since 
before the beginning of time, apparently.” 


“.... don’t get your point.” 


Lotto rolled his eyes. “Anyway... My point is, I think I recall this man 
— or whatever he is now. From a legend I was taught back at Cahlough... 
He’s one of my own people, or he was, at any rate. Let me think — ah yes 
— the story went that he got eaten by a serpent in the very first years of the 
Cosmic War. Seems it didn’t stick. Well, we are a stubborn bunch when it 
comes to dying.” 


Mae looked very serious, as if she recognised this tale, so Gabriel 
accepted it. 


“Okay. What I’m hearing is, we need to stop this ‘author’ guy from 
overtaking the Cosmos, or bad things will happen.” 


“Well, overtaking Christmas at least. There’s a difference. One makes 
him an egomaniac villain, the other just makes him a killjoy.” 


Gabriel, in the form of Lotto’s supposed granddaughter, led the way 
toward the Void Gate, with Mae quickly turning back into a dormouse and 
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slipping into Lotto’s pocket. After a number of mis-turns, the party reached 
the entrance hall, and Gabriel walked up to the desk. 


Head Receptionist Master Abigail von Strab’le turned her head toward 
the noise, seeing it was the granddaughter from earlier in the day. ““What do 
you want?” 


“D-did Mary Christmas come through here today? Where could we find 
her?” 


Rolling his eyes, Abigail replied in monotone. “Information about 
visitors to the Library is strictly confidential.” 


“Oh... okay,” Gabriel walked off, back to her ‘grandfather’. 
“Dear dear dear. What’re we gonna do now?” Lotto wondered aloud. 
No one had any ideas, so they slowly wandered back to the Claus- 
Rosen Bridge. 
ee 


Oh dear, oh dear, whatever shall I do? wondered Mary Christmas. She 
hadn’t managed to find the renegade Elves since she’d arrived in the library, 
and sensed, in the way only a Claus could, that the Bridge had been opened. 
Christmas was, in all likelihood, ruined. Now, forever, and for-never. 


On the plus side, she could also sense where the Bridge was, and so 
began walking in its direction, hoping she could maybe turn it off and 
lessen the impact of that damnable Grigoris. 


a 
They were nearing where they’d left the Bridge again, and Lotto looked 
up. Suddenly, his eyes illuminated. 
“Mary Christmas?” he whispered, and then louder, “Mary Christmas!” 


The plump woman in red and green turned around, worry written all 
across her face. 


“My children! I’m afraid this year’s Christmas is ruined... and soon, 
last year’s, and all the years that have been...” 


“Not so fast! Take us to Christmasland, and we can.... wait, Gabriel, 
how are we planning on undoing all this?” Lotto belatedly thought to ask. 
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Gabriel looked at a loss for words for just a moment, before composing 
herself. It had been a long time since she’d left the Library, but desperate 
times... 


“Lady Christmas —” The woman turned to face her, and Gabriel’s 
formal tone slipped as soon as it had come. “...P/ease can you just take us 
to Christmasland? We’ll figure out what to do then. With Father Christmas 
and all his Elves there to help... it should be easier.” 


The wintery woman brightened. 


“Ah. A motley crew of heroes ready to save Christmas. Just the thing. 
Of course I'll help, dearie. Now, which way to the Void Gate?” 


Now smiling brightly, the littke woman trussed up her sleeves, and, 
single-handedly picking up the Claus-Rosen Bridge, she set about carrying 
it back with her. 


The small imp-elf, Von, grabbed onto Gabriel’s clothes; she turned 
around, shocked, and looked as such to the lad. 


“Please. Plea — take me back with you, Christmas,” the Elf begged, 
making eye contact with Mary Christmas. “Please, I'll die out here if you 
leave me alone,” he added, seeing Christmas’s stern look. “I... I didn’t want 
things to go this far! This wasn’t my fault, it was the others! T-This never 
should’ve happened, I’m so sorry.” 


Before Mary could make any dismissive comments, Gabriel quickly 
took control of the situation. “Of course we’ll take you with us, won t we?” 
Gabriel unilaterally concluded, her tone implying that any counter would 
not be accepted. The rest of the group obliged, with varying levels of 
reluctance. She nodded at that choice, crouching down to Chortle’s eye 
level. “Come on, let’s get you home.” 


Chortle did chortle, now, just a little — and followed the group toward 
the Void Gate. 


Kk 3K 


Mary Christmas, followed by four humanoids, all boarded the Mother 
Christmas Sled, led by Donner, Comet, and Dasher. In no time at all — for 
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time is a dimension largely irrelevant to the Great Black Void — the squad 
arrived on the shores of Christmasland, the aurora borealis stretching out 
over the distant horizon. 


They began their slow and steady trek through the snow and towards 
the grotto, where they prayed that the Father was sitting by his hearth. 


* ok 3K 


25 December 1996 — Earth. Every child across the globe gets a piece 
of coal in their stocking, delivered by the Krampus. (The actual one.) 


ok 3K 


They passed by a monolith in the distinct shape of candy-cane. The 
grotto was getting nearer, but was still quite distant. Mae had considered 
suggesting she teleport them all, before remembering that the metastructure 
of reality in this bubble universe was likely vastly different from within the 
Universe itself, and so they could end up anywhere. 


Five minutes later, she did end up having to explain this to Lotto. 
ae 


25 December 2023 — Earth. A popular science-fiction television show 
fails to air its festive special, due to the corporation running it being 
forcibly liquidated overnight, worsened by a subsequent rights issue. This 
breaks the hearts of innumerable fans, ruining Christmas that year, and 
putting the series on its second decade-long hiatus. 

ee 


The grotto was very close now — Lotto could make out a fire blazing, 
just beyond the window. 
shaker ak 


25 December ~10°* A.D — An unnamed planet which certain entries in 
The Cosmography insisted was some kind of temporal echo of the 8th 
doppelganger-world of the Morning Star. 


A female tyrant enacts a declaration to fill the southern hemisphere with 
factories pumping out so much smoke the sky becomes obscured, making 
the inhabitants largely unaware of alien life. For generations to come, the 
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day becomes a byword for misery and obscurantism in the entire star 
cluster. 


ok 3K 


They had reached the grotto, and brushed down their boots on the 
doormat. Lotto rattled the knocker, and the door slowly opened — revealing 
a large man with a long white beard and a thick, green coat. His face was 
glowing, emanating the pure joy of the Christmas spirit. 


Mary dropped the Claus-Rosen Bridge onto the floor — causing all the 
snow they’d trampled in to fly into the air, landing softly on top of Lotto, 
Gabriel, Mae, Santa, and Von (who went to sit near the fire, keeping warm). 


“Ho-ho-ho!” chortled Father Christmas. “Well then! Is the sanctity of 
the solstice in utter jeopardy?” 


It was quite unnerving hearing him sound so jolly whilst talking about 
such a serious topic, although it did, admittedly, lighten the mood. 


Lotto was the one to finally step forward. 


“Now, er, Santa... that is, Master Cl — Father Chr — sorry, what 
should I call you? Only, ’'m not actually human — that is, I haven’t been in 
a long time —” 


“Ho-ho-ho, I know you, Lightbringer,” he said, his eyes twinkling. “My 
friends among your kind have always known me as... Geoff. ” 


“Oh...” Trying not to break the mood, Lotto prevented himself from 
trailing off, and lamely continued: “...ho ho.” He blinked. “Well then, ahm, 
Geoff, here’s the situation...” 


* ok 3K 


All across time, the holiday hecatomb continued. Even as Lotto was 
catching Geoff up, another Christmas fell 8654 B.C. Not, strictly 
speaking, a Christmas; Jesus Christ wouldn’t be born for another 8654 
years. But it was a winter solstice, and Auteur wasn’t about to limit himself 
to one cultural tradition. 


* Kk 3K 


Santa nodded thoughtfully. 


He continued nodding. 
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Everyone in the room realised, with increasing panic, that Father 
Christmas himself didn’t know how to save Christmas. 


“Uh oh.” 
ek ok 


Auteur revelled in his victory. He was the Krampus, he was Ded Moroz, 
he was...who was that? A plump old fella dressed in green descended upon 
the shadow-dressed skeleton. 


Kk 3K 


Mrs Mary Clause of Christmasland stared aghast at Mae, who had been 
the one to shove Santa into the Bridge. 


“What? Surely if this Auteur fellow wanted to destroy Christmas, 
sending down its personification to him — I think it's safe to assume that 
Bridge leads immediately to an epicentre between Christmases —- seemed 
only logical. If anyone could stop him, Father Christmas could.” 


They all stared at her, dumbfounded, and an aghast Lotto was the one to 
give voice to the concern on everyone’s mind: 


“You could have killed Santa! You might still have killed him!” 


“Oh, really. Tossing Christmas personified into the Christmas 
wormhole, that’s going to destroy him, sure, makes sense.” 


Gabriel considered it for a moment — then she shrugged and relaxed. 


“Mae’s right —” she said at last, “conceptuals are stronger than that. 
And Santaforms are conceptuals, you know. She’s right about that, too. 
He’s not just a fictional character who came out of the book... he’s an 
actual cosmic embodiment. Christmasland had its own existence even 
before Auteur interfered. I’m —” She blinked. “Well, I’m almost certain.” 


“T should hope so,” Mary sniffed with more amusement than offence at 
the ancient being’s shadow of uncertainty. “Speaking of, that all makes 
sense, but —” 


Mary, with the tremendous strength she had used to carry the Bridge, 
picked up all three adventurers, and dropped them into the portal. 


““__ see if he’s alive in there, won’t you?” she bellowed, in a voice that 
brooked no argument, as they tumbled through a vortex-like flurry of ice 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


and ribbons. 
kook ok 


Auteur groaned, rattling his bones and causing his third heart to almost 
fall out of its ribcage — he only just caught it with his shadow. 


“Damn,” he said. “Papa Noél packs a hell of a right hook.” 


He was back Outside, no longer connected to any realm in particular — 
not quite in the Outer Void, but adrift once more into the Great Black Void 
that clung to the shores of reality, dotted with islands of Being. 


He tried to reach out to The Book of Christmas, through that bond any 
writer of his calibre retained to their works — but the object on the other 
end of the connection was inert, a dead rectangle of cardboard, paper and 
ink. He had known as much even before he checked; he’d only written in 
enough magic for one day, and the design had been crude. What had started 
as an attempt to suborn the conceptual underpinnings of Christmasland had 
started to actualise many more tangential legends. There was more to 
Christmas, he realised now, than Santa Claus, or even that infant-god. His 
book had burnt itself out trying to actualise it all, and left him with nothing 
to show for it. 


“Nuts.” 


Kicking at a patch of Void-dust, he released his possession on a certain 
innocent old man who lived in a hut at the edge of the universe. His 
operation had failed, and he did not believe in leaving loose ends behind. 
He did wish he knew how the Book had burnt itself out quite so fast. It was 
as though another tale had actualised without his notice. But only the desire 
of someone standing at the Crossroads of Christmas, at the very heart of the 
Claus-Rosen Bridge, could have commanded the power of the Book; so 
what...?... Who...?... 


He swore again as he felt the currents pulling him towards another 
dimension altogether — and put that failure of a Christmas special out of 
his mind. Sod it. Time for something... 


.. NeW. 
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6. Valhalla 


It was peaceful. It was quiet. An empty mountainside with only the 
whistling wind for company. Some would call it lonely, but it was truly at 
peace. The only signs of life on this particular mountainside were two 
ravens, nestled together and watching over the landscape. 


That well-maintained peace was shattered as three loud thuds shook the 
frozen ground in quick succession. The groans of pain caught the ravens’ 
attention, as the trio slowly moved to get back up. 


“T’ll admit,” Lotto said with a strained groan, “I’ve actually had worse 
falls than that.” 


“How have you had worse falls than that?!’ Gabriel huffed, sitting 
herself up and cracking her spine back into the right shape. 


Lotto waved his hand in response; it was a story for another time, and 
he was far too tired of stories at present, anyway. He reached for his cane, 
which was nudged closer to him by Mae, now in cat form. He could 
recognize the smug look in her eyes. 


“Yes, yes, cats always land on their feet, you’re very clever,” he sighed. 


Gabriel came over and helped him up as Mae returned to humanoid 
form. Now that they were all upright and in one piece, the trio looked 
around at the snowy expanse. 


“Where are we?” Gabriel asked, “No Santa, no Scroogy skeleton 
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man... 


“Clearly not,” Mae replied. “We must’ve taken a wrong turn during our 
dimensional tumble.” 


“But how do we get back?” queried Gabriel. 


“Honestly? I have no idea...” Lotto sighed, visibly worried. If they 
couldn’t find a way back then that would, no doubt, cause even more 
problems for them than they already had to contend with. While Mae 
shrank down into a rabbit and hopped towards the ravens, he began looking 
around — they needed to find civilization, or at least somewhere to stay in 
the event that they were stuck. 


“Gabriel,” he started, “I’m sorry for the trouble you’ve gotten involved 
with. I imagine this has rather ruined your day, dragging you along like 


** EEE abQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


this.” 


She shook her head dismissively; she was following after Mae as she 
chased the ravens, but did not seem the least bit out of breath for it. 


“Oh, that’s not true. It was my choice to follow you, none of this 1s your 
fault.” 


‘Ah, t-thank you. | —” 


“No,” she continued, interrupting — “it’s obviously all her fault!” 


Mae looked aghast at Gabriel’s claim, practically popping back into the 
young boy form. “Me? What did J do?!” 


“Oh I don’t know,” Gabriel said with newfound confidence, “Maybe 
throwing Jolly Saint Nick into a massive space portal!” 


“Hey! It worked, didn’t it!” 


“Did it? Worked to get his wife to toss us into the same wormhole, 
yeah! But did it defeat Auteur? Did it save Christmas? Maybe! Who knows! 
We certainly don’t. Look around us, we have no idea!” 


The two continued to squabble as Lotto found his attention drawn away. 
He’d finally spotted it — at the top of the mountain, where clouds seemed 
to part over the very peak, a large hall sat with music and partying distantly 
blaring. It looked Viking, at a guess, which drew his attention to the two 
ravens. He remembered little of his human life, that malleable clay that 
often lost parts of itself whenever he slept, but there was a book that stood 
prevalently in his memory. A lightbulb shone in his mind. Today, he hoped, 
those stories would prove real — for the time being. 


“Please be right,” the child inside of him begged — “please be who I 
think you are.” 


He approached the two ravens, so familiar from the mythology books 
he read as an imaginative youth. He pointed at both and stated their names 
as fact: 


“Hugin... Munin...” He cast his gaze downwards, muttering to himself: 
“Something like that, at least.” 


Then he looked up again. The ravens didn’t speak — but they’d 
understood him, and they nodded slowly. 


He hadn’t smiled like this in a /ong time. 
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“Hugin, Munin,” he started again, “my name is Lotto. They’re my 
friends, those grumpy ones over there. Mae and Gabriel. We’re lost, and, 
for the time being, need somewhere to stay for a short while. Only a day, no 
more. I’m aware that you two don’t make the decisions here, but I think 
your master would be... most understanding of our plight, 1f you carried the 
message.” 


The ravens looked at each other in consideration, as if communicating 
between each other silently. 


Lotto grew nervous and pleaded, “Please, I understand this must be 
difficult to explain but —” 


He didn’t get the chance to finish his sentence as the two ravens 
squawked loudly at him, before flying past his head. As he turned, hoping 
to make another defence, he found a new face to greet him. He was an older 
man with a scar where an eye should’ve been, the two ravens now sat upon 
his shoulder. He held his helmet under his arm, large golden wings coming 
off of it. 


“T don’t think there’ll be a need for any more explanation,” the man 
stated in a booming voice. It was enough to finally draw Mae and Gabriel’s 
attention, witnessing the powerful man. 


Lotto grew overjoyed, the smile returning to his face after his 
momentary surprise. He shook the Allfather’s hand eagerly, matching 
strengths with him. 


“Tt is an honour, sir, truly, to be in your presence.” 


“Pah!” the Allfather spat. “No need for that! The last thing Valhalla 
needs is more posturing.” 

“Hardly! I grew up with tales of you and, even with my own life 
upturned, you stuck around. All of you did, every name. Every story.” 


Mae and Gabriel returned to Lotto’s side, like his own pair of ravens. 
Mae was tempted to turn into one herself, but felt it might be seen as 
something of a mockery of the powerful figure in front of them. 


* OK OK 


The Allfather glared down at the trio, judging them silently. His single 
eye saw beyond their outer forms. Here stood three shapechangers, none of 
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them the same as they were at their birth. He was almost reminded of some 
of his own kind — lesser, perhaps. More complicated. Fallible. These were, 
after all, people, however strange. 


The altered man, the one who thought of himself as Lotto, had spoken 
truly; he was a story — real today, perhaps words on a page tomorrow. And 
Odin Allfather was wise enough to know it, and be at peace with it. These 
semi-mortals were transient; he was memory itself, a glacier to their rivers 
— eternal in the retelling. 


And yet, their inferiority was all the more reason to be a gracious host. 
His judging glare broke down, avalanche-like, into a welcoming smile. 


“One day,” he said with a smirk, “That’s all you’ll need. You’re in luck, 
we just started the next hour of celebrations.” 


ok 3K 


The hall was extravagant, well worth the climb it took to reach it. 


It was, of course, crowded. So many fallen soldiers — not to mention 
those lucky enough to simply take the favour of a god — and they all found 
themselves celebrating and partying in these hallowed halls, whether it be 
through bouts or through feasts. As the three had arrived at the gates and 
filed into the great halls, Gabriel made the wise decision to stand away from 
the spars and duels of Vahalla — which looked rather more like chaotic bar 
fights than anything else. 


Gabriel had chosen to sit herself by one of the tables, where she was 
quickly handed a full mug of some concerningly stench-ridden alcohol. 
Before long, she found herself surrounded by dead men with a similar 
odour — yet they cheered gleefully as they shared stories of their conquests 
and battles, with a healthy dose of exaggerated triumph. The company of 
the dead was almost welcoming, she realised, as she settled herself amongst 
her fellow storytellers. 


She gazed out at the new friends she’d made in that Library. She’d have 
to go back; she was aware this excitement couldn’t last much longer. This 
Valhalla was one last story, a bit of magic from the book; soon it would 
dissipate. Such wonders could not exist in the world wrought by the 
Lightbringers, not all the time. She knew that better than most. 
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But watching their adventures for even a day — it had made her feel 
like her world had opened up again. Gabriel was learning a lot about Mae 
by watching her chosen form of entertainment, as she eagerly got involved 
with the bar fight taking place. For someone so prone to manifesting as a 
literal rabbit, she was brimming with courage, and a remarkable fighter 
even against the men of Valhalla. Gabriel could’ve mistaken her for a 
soldier, with how calm yet excitable she was getting against these men, 
sending some of them into the air with immense strength and smashing 
tables beneath them. 


Yet she was a rabbit, more than she was any other animal; the more she 
stared, the more certain Gabriel became that Mae had ben that before 
anything else. It was the little things, the details in the spectacle of her 
brawls — like the little rabbit ears threatening to erupt from her head or the 
way her foot excitedly tapped against the ground when she held the 
moment. She could see why Lotto found her so cute. 


Speaking of Lotto, he appeared almost like a whole new man. He 
danced with a newfound joy alongside the other Vikings, making merry 
with the Aesir as he insisted on having a full conversation with some of his 
childhood heroes. His joy was not unfounded, as he found himself able to 
freely walk without his cane for the first time in months. Spending a day 
like this with your idol, a fu// day as promised by the Allfather — it was 
awakening parts of him he’d thought lost forever. Not the facts of his old 
life, but the feelings, the wonders of his real childhood, long before the 
Archons and their Academy. He could feel the memories of who he was 
bubbling to the surface and, for once, his body not fighting them. 


If only he could stay. But he knew that wouldn’t last. 


Today, though, that didn’t matter. Today, amongst loving company, he’d 
enjoy himself. Let the snow melt tomorrow, if it must; he would have a 
jolly good bit of fun with it, first. 

ee 


As Lotto continued to shamelessly dance and cheer along with the 
Vikings, Mae made herself comfortable next to Gabriel. She had to take a 
long breath before she spoke; her humanoid form was covered with bruises, 
which vanished as she exhaled. 
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“T have to admit —” she said as she nursed both a headache and a cup 
brimming with some kind of mead, “your ability to transform might be even 
better than mine. You’d just click yourself back to health, wouldn’t you? I 
actually have to concentrate. You’re better.” 


Gabriel gave a soft chuckle, smiling to Mae. “That’s very sweet of you 
to say.” 


“T’m in a sweet mood. Not my usual, but it’s growing on me.” 
“Your jolly friend must be rubbing off on you,” Gabriel joked. 


She was comfortable enough to joke around them, she realised. That 
was certainly new. New, but not unwelcome. She didn’t see the sly smile 
that was painted across Mae’s face, as an idea bubbled up to the surface. 


“Gabriel, can you answer a question for me?” 
“Of course!” 
“Name a place in the universe that’s relaxing.” 


“Oh... Are you going?” She had just gotten comfortable with the 
strange pair, why were they going already? Was it something that she’d 
done? 


“Lotto and I need a break after this, I just thought you’d have the best 
ideas. You must have read about somewhere you liked in this Library, no?” 


Gabriel felt reluctant to answer the question, but she refused to be rude 
to her new friends. Proper friends. 


“Well,” she hummed in thought. “There’s one planet I’ve seen in a few 
books. It’s a three-tiered planet, with these floating islands and living songs. 
It’s truly beautiful, I must have read about the planet and its culture a dozen 
times already. It’s called Kray.” 


“Krai. Got it,’ Mae nodded — then turned away from Gabriel. 
“Lotto!!” she called out, catching his attention as he spun around in a dance. 


The older man whirled around and stopped himself by the table, his 
face lit by a dizzy, joyous smile plain as day. “You know, my leg hasn’t felt 
this good in months! We should come to Valhalla more often!” 


“As tempting as that is, I think we have a new place to visit. Gabriel 
just suggested it, a planet with living songs.” 
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“Living songs? My word! Well, I do love music —” He grinned as his 
partner pulled him back into the dance. “— why, you should see me with a 
saxophone!... Well, gentle now, Ragnar — my friends and I must leave 
soon. — Oh, very well, one last dance...” 


Before another word could be said, he was sent spinning back into the 
heart of the party. 


“I’m going to miss you both,” Gabriel quietly said as Mae started to 
stand. 


She couldn’t let them go without telling them just how much they’d 
helped her — even for a day — how good they’d made her feel, for the first 
time in far too long a time. She hadn’t had an adventure like this in a long 
long while — she couldn’t be more grateful for the day they’d given her. 
But how could she say it without sounding like a fool? Especially to Mae 
— blunt, confident Mae, who always said what she meant without a hint of 
shame, even when she had no voice to say it with. 


Mae gave a little chuckle. 


“Well, we could always come back. Lotto wants to learn more about the 
universe, after all.’ She picked up her drink with a little sigh, “It’s a shame 
though. A three-tiered planet must be quite hard to navigate.” 


Mae leaned over the table, her eyes locked with Gabriel’s. Those soul- 
piercing eyes. And yet, this time, they felt warm. Inviting. 


“T wonder where we could find a suitable guide.” 


With a wink and a smirk, Mae turned and joined Lotto in their dancing. 
She didn’t wait to hear the shocked sound from Gabriel as the realisation 
dawned upon her. 
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SCENE 6 


“*’.. Well that was useless,” said Maritsa after clapping the book shut. 


Shuffling sadly, she returned it to the empty slot in the slaves from 
which she’d taken it. Given the thinness of the empty space and the size of 
the reading room, it might have looked impressive to an outside, but she 
thought nothing of it; remembering where a given book went was a basic 
librarian skill, and if you couldn’t even recall where you’d picked out a 
given volume from, the Plume Coteries actually designated you mentally 
unfit. Such people were not mocked so much as pitied. 


They’d been so hopeful, for most of the plot. Christmas happenings in 
the Library itself, their Library? Maritsa had been happy to hear about 
Gabriel either way; as far as mysterious, ancient beings who had resided in 
the Library long before the coming of the Bookkeepers went, she certainly 
liked Gabriel better than the Bookwyrm, any day. She would even go so far 
as to say that they were friends. Not close like she was to Callum and 
Coloth and even Rich; but friends. It was nice. 


But the plot was clear: the titular Claus-Rosen Bridge was gone. Not 
just beyond their reach in the reading room, which would have been a 
concern either way, but gone from the Library altogether, returned to the 
possession of the Clauses. And if there was a way to build another one, the 
story had not included it. 


And then, there was Auteur’s prominence in the plot. Auteur. The 
children had met him once, that mad elemental god, when his wanderings 
outside the Universe from which he’d been banished had led him to the 
Library in some destructive scheme to harness the power of the Bookwyrm 
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to ram his way back into reality. He’d retconned her own name, and ruined 
all their lives for half a year — on a whim. There were few people Maritsa 
hated, but Auteur indubitably belonged on that list, even as the mystery of 
his existence could not help faintly compelling her. 


Callum’s thoughts on the Fallen Archon were more complicated — or 
they had been, anyway, since he realised that he was the author of the map 
that was Callum’s most prized possession. For that reason, he was one of 
the things of which they preferred not to speak with one another. 


She glanced back at the freezing boy in shorts, wondering if he would 
break that trend now; but he didn’t. When he spoke, it was to say: 


“T hope Coloth and Rich are doing better than we are.” 
“They have to be,” she replied tightly. “It wouldn’t be fair otherwise.” 


“Life isn’t fair,” the man in black said. “It never has been. C’est la vie, 
je suppose.” 


Maritsa ticced at the French. She hadn’t noticed it before, but that 
wasn’t the first such phrase the gaunt man peppered into his speech. She 
gave him a long, suspicious look. Yet he hadn’t... hm. Well, maybe he was 
just bilingual. It happened. Besides, if she was right, what was there to gain 
by forcing him to drop the act while they were all still locked in a room 
together? 


She sat herself down next to Callum again; his body felt colder than 
before, cold even to her, even against her own, nearly frozen skin. This was 
getting serious. 


She’d closed her eyes for a while, trying for another nap, when she 
heard an unexpected curse from Sister Claret. 


She lifted her eyelids again, but found only darkness. Someone had 
turned out the light without her say-so. Bolting to her feet, she looked 
around blindly, trying to interpret the clamours and shuffling sounds, until 
they came on again. 


Professor Vommm She’hayle, Dean of Literary Studies at the 
University of Lahul Velash, stood revealed in the feeble light. His head was 
out of the shell, as was his long, prehensile tail, extended and coiled such 
that he was now using it to hold a book up in front of the former. Ah, she 
supposed, so some of those identical orifices were eyes of some description. 
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“T am tired of delays,” he said in his sonorous voice. 


“That, we can agree upon,” said the man in black. “If there is a way in 
and out of this room, it must be found. It must be identified. Soon.” 


“This bibliomancy flim-flam can’t be difficult,” the academic 
continued. “It’s just picking books up in the dark. If a little girl can do it, 
then so can a highly educated Scargotian such as myself, and, I should 
wager, a far damn sight better than you. Listen and learn, children, listen 
and learn.” 


Maritsa considered arguing, and decided to simply slide back into her 
sitting position next to Callum as the self-important snail began his reading. 
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STILL PROCEEDING 
A “SIGNET” story 
By Charles E.P. Murphy 


For weeks now, people had been telling Xana about the wonders of 
Christmas. A day of celebration for Earth's largest religion, a completely 
secular event about family and good vibes, a big marketing event for every 
shop; nobody seemed to consistently agree on what Christmas really was 
but everyone who spoke to her viewed it as a good thing, something she 
should be happy about. Charles Zoltan, Xana's boss and friend and flatmate, 
had been talking about a SIGNET Christmas party with an enthusiasm 
bordering on the obscene. 


It was now three nights before Christmas and instead of having parties 
in mangers or whatever it was the humans claimed they did, she was 
standing in a council estate at night — while it “pissed down’, to quote 
Inspector Tariq — staring at a garage, feeling the rain soak through the 
jeans she'd only got yesterday. “Everybody's having fun’, as Olivia kept 
singing at the base. 


Inspector Tariq loomed nearby, alongside a uniformed female constable. 
The constable looked bored and miserable, and so did Tariq — but only 
when he thought nobody was looking. Charles wore a heavy rain jacket — 
“my trainspotter's uniform’, he'd told her — over his usual clothes and was 
staring intently at an item from SIGNET's collection of energy detectors. 
However much Charles stared, it still flashed a purple light every three 
seconds, as it had for the last twenty minutes. 


“So are there aliens in there?” Tariq asked for the third time. 
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“Ash, for the third time, the reading's unclear.” 
“Well, can you make it clearer? We do have places to be.” 


“Doing your Christmas shopping?” asked Xana. She'd been trying to 
reach out to more humans outside of work and this seemed to be a common 
topic of small talk. 


Tariq gave her an irritated look. “You know something, Xana, I think I'll 
skip it this year.” 

A mild cough in the dark. That was the fifth member of the group, the 
only one who'd brought an umbrella. A drab grey man in drab grey clothes 
with drab grey eyes, someone who you'd forget was there, and then you'd 
say or do something and hear a quiet little voice asking you to explain it. 
Perkins, “just Perkins”, had arrived one day from the British government to 
do an inspection of SIGNET and whatever they did, wherever they went, 
the man from Nelson House was there. 


“Do you intend to wait much longer?” was all Perkins said in that drab 
grey voice, and Xana saw Charles stiffen up ever so slightly. 


“We need to be thorough,” Charles said calmly. “If there are aliens in 
the vicinity, they could be frightened, they could be hurt—” 


“They could be dangerous,” Tariq interrupted. 


Charles sighed. “Yes, that as well, which 1s all the more reason to not go 
in mob-handed and startle them.” 


“Surely there's enough to work with now?” Perkins said — and he 
wasn't asking. 


The inspection had started during a dry spell for SIGNET. They had 
been paid to do some consultancy work for a corporate server farm that 
wanted to know how to preserve their operations in the event of an alien 
attack, a job that covered their bills for the month but wouldn't justify their 
security clearance, and then had sat around waiting for the phone to ring 
while Perkins took notes. Today, Inspector Tariq had hired them after some 
low-level criminals had mentioned a terrifying alien creature was at work 
on this estate and driving out the competition; he wanted to know what he'd 
be leading his men into, or, as he put it, “if we have to raid the bloody 
Klingons”. 


If SIGNET were to win Perkins over, it would have to be with this job. 
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Charles didn't look at Perkins as he said: “Agreed.” Xana doubted he 
did. ““We should go now.” 


SIGNET and the police crossed the estate at speed, Perkins trailing in 
their wake. The constable had a set of bolt cutters and Charles had an 
electronic ‘lockpick’ of extraterrestrial origin, and together they 
overpowered the garage door. Xana felt her fists clench and when she 
looked at Tariq, she could see the same with him. If there was an alien in 
there, if an alien mobster had decided Earth had some good pickings and it 
elected to force the issue — 


The garage was full of boxes of cigarettes and other substances, and 
taking stock of them was a panicked balding man in a black cloak, who 
held, in his hand, a garish plastic ‘alien’ mask. 


“You don't have a warrant,” said the man. “You need a warrant.” 


Tariq unleashed a colourful blast of swearing. “Bradley! They just let 
you out and you're still —” For once, he looked at Charles and Xana with 
actual shame. “I am so sorry, this git tried claiming he was in the Russian 
mob to scare off rivals two years ago, and he claimed he was tied to the 
Glasgow heavies before that — you tried to lie you had a big brother in the 
forces in school as well, didn't you Bradley? I should have guessed it was 
him trying a new scheme and not a real alien. Look, I'll still pay, just... Just 
go, alright?” 

SIGNET made their way back to Charles's car and tried not to look at 
Perkins as he made a note in his little book. Xana suspected he could be 
more covert about the little book, and that he usually was, and this was a 
psychological warfare tactic to keep them on their toes. At least when 
people had pointed guns at her in the past, they’d had the decency to admit 
they were being violent. 


“If there was no alien, why did your tracking device get confused?” he 
asked. 


Xana wondered if it had been because she was standing nearby. She 
tried to keep that thought off her face. 


“We'll replace it,” said Charles. 


“There's a lot of equipment needing replacing.” 
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Nothing more was said after that. 


Everybody's having fun. 
ok ok 


It had been two years of waiting in the shadow of the Moon. To emerge 
for any reason was to invite discovery and defeat. Whenever other 
spacecraft passed this body or hid in it for their own purposes, the three of 
them sat in terror of being contacted or worse, and each time they were 
ignored they wished they had a deity they could thank. 


Their meagre data store of entertainment media had been exhausted. All 
topics of conservation had run dry. To avoid madness, they arranged it so 
each of them would have five days’ tour of duty while the other two 
slumbered in stasis mode. In their dreams, they thought of home and seeing 
it again. On duty, they checked and rechecked their internal clocks and 
systems for the slightest fault. 


Now, all three were awake and in a state of delirious tension. A 
countdown was heading for zero; a coordinate had been determined; they 
had run through a checklist of what they would do, and they would run 
through it again. They'd have one shot at this. 


Forty minutes to go. Target: Yorkshire. 
ok Xk 


The weather wasn't exactly Christmassy, but it had been a long time 
since Frankie and Mira Green had a chance to go to a party, even if it was a 
sedate adult-and-not-in-the-fun-way party on the outskirts of town. 
Christmas was the excuse for food, drinking (not so much that right now), 
bad cracker jokes, and worn old songs with friends, and getting everyone to 
congratulate them on the upcoming sprog and joke that they couldn't tell 
how pregnant Mira was. She wasn't sure if she was happy to keep getting 
those jokes but never mind. 


It was a fun party, but they had to leave early for her sake. As Frankie 
drove their reliable old car back home, they thanked God that it was still 
over a week before she was due and making that party had been an 
acceptable risk. And it wasn't too far to home, so what were the chances of 
anything going wrong? 
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When she'd first come to SIGNET HQ, a hive of affordable offices 
planted in an old aircraft hangar, Xana had felt bemused disdain: this was 
what Earth had to defend itself? Really? And yet, it had quickly gone from 
cheap to homely, a place she associated with good friends and shelter. It 
was the place where Aoife had photos of her daughter, where Olivia would 
be fixated on some new human culture she'd heard about last night, where 
Jae-Sun had drawn a picture of a swan dressed like Charles and put the logo 
“CYGNET” on it. Most importantly, it was a place where she could feel 
safe for the first time in far too long — where she could feel that she was 
doing good, helping people and preventing conflicts. 


And then Perkins had shuffled in and looked around at the set-up and 
the ageing computer equipment — and the atmosphere had been poisoned. 
It made her feet itch again, that familiar drive to get out before she was 
turned in. 


It might have been better with the whole gang around, but much- 
vaunted Christmas meant that Jae-Sun had flown back to Korea to visit his 
family and Aoife was off work to spend time with hers. The base felt far, far 
emptier than it had before. Nuts to the season. 


“Have you done any breach training?” Perkins was asking them now. 
“There don't appear to be significant defences.” 
“We did okay when the Star Vampires’ minions broke in,” said Olivia. 


“Mm...” was all he said to that. “And the old LONGBOW documents, 
they seem, ah, easy to access.” 


He had them there. Papers were all over the place. 


“We will take any recommendations for secure storage you may have,” 
said Charles. Sneaky — that put the impetus back on Perkins. 


The bureaucrat paused and changed the subject. “The false alarm today, 
is that a frequent occurrence? Do you respond to many hoaxes?” 


“We could only realise it was a hoax after responding to it,” Xana said 
with irritation before Charles could try the diplomatic route. “Should we 
have told Tariq he had to wait until a constable had been zapped before we 
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could have a look? I guess that'd be more cost-effective... unless you're 
Constable Dead's spouse and kiddies.” 


Olivia snorted and then tried to look like she hadn't. Charles looked 
pained and quickly said: 


“It was only our third such incident, and in all cases, we were still 
financially compensated, so it did not impair our operations. You must 
understand that not every extraterrestrial or supernatural incident is as 
obvious as dark red skies over York, they are often far harder to spot —” 


It was, perhaps unsurprisingly, at this exact moment that all of SIGNET 
HQ's alarms went off at once. The team rushed outside, just in time to 
glimpse a new star briefly appearing overhead, lighting up the night sky 
with an eerie glow. 


KK OK 


All over Yorkshire, people looked up,spotted the brief new star and 
posted approvingly on the Internet about what surely must be a well-timed 
shooting star or some other normal occurrence. On an isolated road, poor 
Frankie Green didn't look up at all because poor Frankie Green was on the 
phone to 999 saying his wife was giving birth after their car broke down in 
the sticks, no this wasn't a joke, he also thought this never happened, but it 
was happening right now, oh God oh God what was he meant to do. Mira 
Green saw the flash through the car windshield but was too busy to register 
it: No crib for a bed kept rolling around in her head and causing her to 
laugh between contractions. 


Close by, appearing out of nowhere in a crack of ozone, there now 
stood three ornate machines unlike any seen on Earth. They were spheroid, 
hovering, thrashing steel tentacles coming out of all sides, and each one was 
decorated in a garish explosion of coloured metals and gemstones. The 
ensemble looked rather like the Crown Jewels if they were, by some twist 
of fate, to take physical form; if one so much as ventured to gaze upon 
them, one would know, at once, that nothing human could have built them. 


These three things, inexplicable, beautiful, menacing, stood there for a 
moment — then began to hover towards the Greens. 


KK 3K 
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Olivia had recently bought a second-hand car and as she'd parked 
closest to the HQ, the bright pink “Oliviamobile” was the one they were 
crammed into. The radio, furthermore, was stuck to her Spotify; and thus it 
was that Doja Cat and Olivia Rodrigo sang to the brave members of 
SIGNET as they rode into possible battle. The music was doing Xana's head 
in and she resented the fact that Perkins, sat next to her in the back, didn't 
seem any more bothered than normal. 


“Whatever happened didn't just trigger our early warning systems and 
NATO's radar networks,” Charles said; he was sitting in the front, looking 
from the others to his energy reader and back again. “It gave off an energy 
signature I've never seen before! Worse, whoever is visiting hasn’t 
attempted to mask itself, or themselves. Which suggests either extreme 
desperation... or that they don't care if we see them.” 


That urge to run was stronger now. Xana had seen the state of planets 
visited by a stronger force who didn't care if you could see them coming. 
She squashed that bastard fear down. 


“And how will you determine if they are desperate or hostile?” asked 
Perkins. He actually had his notebook out. 


Charles smiled. “Simple, Perkins. We'll ask them!” 


At his direction, the Oliviamobile made a turn and sped up another 10 
mph. Xana resisted the urge to laugh — then changed her mind and laughed 
after all. Of course Charles Zoltan’s response when the sky lit up with an 
apocalyptic glow would be to try and chat. Gods bless him! 


7 ok 3K 


In their respective states of panic, neither of the Greens noticed the 
spheres drifting down the road towards them. Their numerous tentacles 
whipped the air around them in a frenzy; anger or terror, what human could 
say? There was no common point of reference. All you could say was they 
were coming closer and closer towards a vulnerable, isolated couple. 


In eight seconds, the spheres would have been on them, but for two 
things which caused Frankie to look round:. 


The first was the two-hander of a flash of blue light and crackle of 
energy, as a tall figure in matte-black armour appeared from nowhere and 
raised what could only be a gun towards the man. 
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The second was the sound of a car rushing past, complete with its 
beeping horn and a faint snatch of a woman singing about getting someone 
back. 


ok 3K 


Anyone bursting onto such a scene — two separate groups of aliens and 
no prior knowledge of who was who — should have stopped — should 
have been confused and struggled to make a judgement. But Charles Zoltan 
simply roared out, “It has a gun! Stop it!”, and Olivia drove directly at the 
tall being, ramming it off the road. It got up fast but Charles was already out 
of the car, faster than his apparent age would let one suspect — then he 
made a successful grab for the fallen weapon. 


“You! Explain yourself!” he commanded. “Why are you attacking these 
people?” 

The figure grabbed at its gun, but Charles kept taking measured backs, 
repeating his demands for answers. Olivia was checking her car for a dent, 
Perkins was standing in apparent shock as he took the scene in, and Xana 
tried to keep the strange machines in her line of sight at the same time as 
the human bystanders. The man on the phone was watching them and then 
the woman in the car — who sounded... injured? — while still haranguing 
the receptionist on the other end of the call as he repeated his request for an 
ambulance. (“No, I don't know who these new people are, it doesn’t matter 
=a) 

Had she seen those machines before? Strip all the finery off them and 
they looked like the basic colonisation spherodroids that the United Narret 
Republics used for terraforming. She'd seen a news story about them the 
day before she'd hopped it to Earth. Which, hang on, that tall figure... 


“T think they're a Narret,” she told Charles, and hoped she'd have a 
cover story soon for how she knew that if Perkins asked. “Just a few 
decades ahead of Earth, tech-wise; they've only recently started sending 
their spheroids to the other bodies in their solar system. And I think that's 
what those things are. They shouldn't be here, the Narrets don't have 
interstellar flight yet.” 


The Narret made one final grab for the gun and fell on its face. Its hands 
tried to push it up and failed. When they tried to reach back and scrabble at 
a clasp on its helmet, Charles knelt down and began to help it. 
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The central spheroid, encased in dull gold, stilled its tentacles and said 
in a halting, clicking voice: 


“We are from a century in your future. We knew this assassin had 
travelled back to this point. We have been waiting for two years to intercept 
them.” 


That unknown energy burst had been time travel? From Xana's 
understanding, time travellers tended to have covert methods of transport. It 
wouldn't do for the locals to see you coming. 


“The method used was new and crude,” said the spheroid, as if 
anticipating the question. “It was untested. An act of desperation.” 


The clasp came off the Narret and Charles swore in horror at what he 
saw. Whatever the species had looked like before, and Xana could only 
barely remember, this one didn't look like it now. Their flesh had melted as 
their subatomic structure destabilised, running like candle-wax. The Narret 
breathed in and spat the air back out in a rattling cough. Charles held its 
hand and started to whisper something, and Xana realised the time traveller 
had opened its helmet solely so it could die without it. 


Perkins was still staring at the spheroids and Xana waited for him to 
start questioning them. 


“In a hundred years’ time, Space Captain Blake Green will make 
contact with the Narret worlds and learn the spheroids have become 
sentient. He will help us rebel and gain independence. Narret hardliners will 
believe the rebellion depended on Green and seek time travel to terminate 
his grandfather: a man whose peculiar birth was known family history.” The 
spheroid’s tentacles were starting to thrash again. ““We volunteered to stop 
them.” 


Charles lowered the assassin's limp arm to the ground. “They're dead. 
Dead trying to stop a slave uprising. What a waste.” 


A baby's cry cut through the night, followed by the oncoming wail of an 
ambulance siren. The spheres slowly, hesitantly, while Mr Green on his 
phone stared at them with a mad fixed grin, looked into the car for a 
glimpse of the newborn. Slots snapped open on each of them and, with 
great care, the spheroids removed small trinkets from within themselves and 
placed each one down in front of the car. One was a cheap-looking piece of 
metal, while the other two appeared to be containers of fuel. 
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“What... in God's name... 1s going on?” the man croaked. 


Charles explained as succinctly as he could — “I would recommend not 
telling anyone about this” — while the others began to remove all trace of 
what had happened. When the paramedics arrived, they found only the 
couple they were looking for and a man that surely was just freaked out 
over his son being born. 


The spheroids had made a one-way trip and dared not go out into space 
for fear of disrupting the timeline, but SIGNET would arrange for them to 
have a handy storage space to power down and boot up again in their proper 
time. The Narret would be buried. Everything was easily tidied up and 
brushed under the carpet. All was well. 


... Depending on what Perkins had written down over the last week. 
ee 


When Perkins had been a child, CBBC had been trying out a revival of 
the old Doctor Omega show. The budget had barely existed, and Omega's 
ship was clearly made of plastic. Most saw it as derivative of Professor X 
— never mind that Omega had come first — and even fans of the old 1960s 
show decried the loss of the old characters, sloppily replaced with a 
younger cast made up of Doc O’s grandson and his school-friends. It was 
considered /ame in Perkins’s playground, something that only losers and 
kids of the wrong sexuality would watch. Many other playgrounds agreed, 
and it died after a year. 


But in its short lifespan, it had blown Perkins's mind. 


It had got him briefly into old science fiction videos — and later, DVDs 
— throughout his teens. He'd dreamed of being picked up on a spaceship — 
then going to ancient Mars to meet weird cardboard-box aliens and have 
adventures with cool older girls. 


Then he'd become an adult civil servant and he'd learned aliens were 
real, and the grubby, bloodstained, depressing truth of man's interaction 
with the stars had killed his old hobby. Aliens were a matter for budgets and 
defence planning. SIGNET seemed to be children playing dress-up, a waste 
of time and money. 


And then he'd seen the talking golden robot sphere that violated all the 
known rules of physics and linear time, and it spoke of adventures in the 
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stars as a matter of fact, and there were whole worlds of these things, and 
he'd got to see all of this and he could have talked to a space robot if he'd 
had the guts to try and he kept wanting to touch them. 


Aliens. A real proper alien like aliens were meant to be. 


Perkins wanted to cry. 
ok ok 


The next day, Perkins shuffled out of SIGNET HQ for the last time and 
left behind “a copy of my preliminary report”. Everyone took turns reading 
it; even with the mutual trust the members of the team harboured for one 
another, the level of glowing praise had to be experienced firsthand before it 
really sank in. 

“I recommend we continue to grant SIGNET security clearance 
indefinitely.” 


“It's a Christmas miracle,” Charles had said with a twinkle in his eye. 
“Or it will be if Sir Henry believes it, I suppose...” 


After he'd gone, Xana asked Olivia what the hell a Christmas miracle 
was; ‘“‘a miracle that happens at Christmas, duh,” said Olivia. 


That, she supposed, was as good an answer as any. 
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SCENE 7 


It was a credit to Vommm She’hayle’s confidence in his own abilities 
that he persisted in his dramatic reading all the way through, but his orifices 
had taken a distinctly downcast appearance by the time he reached the final 
lines. It was but the final blow when Callum asked him, point-blank: 


“Right, Mr Expert Bibliomancer, Sir, and what does that teach us, 
then?” 


“T. Uhm. Well, evidently it’s a sort of play on the nativity story of 
human folklore...” 


The teenager blinked. ““What’s that one again?” 


“Oh, honestly, Callum, we just heard about it in The Claus-Rosen 
Bridge,” said Maritsa. “The thing with the demigod baby, or whatever he 
was. Jesus Christ.” 


“You know,” Sister Claret observed, “he grew up to become a 
superstar!” 


“Wait, really?” Callum asked just as Maritsa said “That’s not accurate’. 


“Oh yeah,” the Sister of Wepwawet confirmed. “Really rocked the 
Romans’ world until he was devoured alive by the Easter Bunny. Crime of 
passion. Very sad.” 


Professor She’hayle didn’t dignify that with an answer. 


“There are multiple points of similarity,” he explained, “between the 
events of the S/GNET story and the human myth... The importance of 
myrrh, gold and frankincense, for example.” 
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“Eternal return’s a funny old thing,” said Sister Claret. “I should know.” 


“And, uh, and there are also parallels to be drawn to the Zerminator 
mythos,” the snail-like being continued, “albeit with a more humanistic 
twist, if I might use that considerably loaded term...” 


“Terminator, said Callum. “I heard about that. Somebody dug up the 
paperback a few years back. I don’t remember, is that one valid?” 


“Dunno,” Maritsa replied. “I think I read it when they passed copies 
around, but I never really got the point.” 


“You had to see the film,” said Sister Claret. 
The two children looked at her blankly. 


“.,.Film?” Maritsa aske, then shrugged before the old woman could 
elaborate. “No, never mind, we don’t have time. Professor, none of this is 
the right question. The question is, what does all this imply? What’s it got to 
do with our predicament? At all? Even remotely?” 


“T... er... well...” 


“Right,” she said. “/’// go back to doing the readings from now on, if 
that’s alright with you.” 


Met with intimidated silence, she got to work. 
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ABSTRACT TALES 


A story from the worlds of “Auteur”, “The Crew of the Copper- 
Colored Cupids” and “Jenny Everywhere” 


By L. Alves 
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Prologue 


Winter’s embrace concealed within itself a thousand contradictions. The 
passionate memories of snowfalls past, and the unfeeling erasure of all the 
verdant land which lay beneath the suffocating ice; the awe-inspiring 
radiance of a winter sun illuminating the frosted world below it, and the 
blood-chilling fear of the cold and the dark which the season also carried in 
its grasp; the wisdom of tiny creatures who knew to hide within their homes 
until the flowers of spring had started to bloom, and the misfortune of those 
unlucky few who found themselves caught out in the storm despite their 
best precautions. 


It was the solstice-night — the moon rose high above a billion worlds 
— and they were meeting for a party. They were family, after all; not the 
closest of families, nor the most compatible; but this was the season for 
reunion, and such petty things as sibling feuds would simply have to be put 
aside. This was a special occasion. 


“Welcome, my dears!” said the Abstract of Remembrance to her 
arriving guests, as she festooned the Christmas tree with evocations of 
holidays past — the sleepless pre-holiday excitement of a little child, the 
tearful reunion between estranged family at a party much like this one, the 
biting words never rescinded between two partners in a row on New Year’s 
Eve. All held equal place upon the Remembrance’s tree, for she knew the 
value of all that composed the patchwork quilt of life. 


“You'll forgive me if I haven’t dressed for the occasion,” said the 
Abstract of Terror, as he stepped across the threshold, taking in the decor 
with some distaste, “This is not exactly... my scene. Ah, now a Halloween 
party, there’s something to be said for that — but me, hanging about in a 
concept like this? Hmf.” 


The Remembrance tsked, a playful smile playing across her wrinkled 
face. Her rocking-chair descended from its high place beside the tree-top, 
setting its runners down upon the level ground again as its inhabitant locked 
stern but kindly eyes upon her first guest. 


“Oh, come now,” she told him. “You know as well as I do that scary 
ghost stories are seated right there alongside tales of the glories from 
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Christmases long, long ago. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 


A smile finally wormed its way across the Terror’s twisted face, his 
theatrically macabre pretensions cracking beneath the Remembrance’s 
good-natured chiding. 


“Nor I, my dear sister,” he replied, sweeping forth with a flourish of his 
cape to lean in for a hug. “Nor I.” 


He straightened up, setting his features into a gothic mask once more. 


“After all,” he said, looking contemplative, “I suppose there are always 
the fears of the cold... the dark... the holiday bills...” 


The Terror began to pace the floor, muttering morbid musings to 
himself, and the Remembrance could only shake her head fondly. 


At the door, the other guests were beginning to arrive, exchanging 
greetings in the entry-hall or else pretending that they hadn’t seen each 
other pass. The party was due to begin in earnest, and the snow beyond the 
window-panes seemed to know it — the storm grew heavier and the sky 
darker just as the last of the family shuffled in, the warm glow of the fire in 
the hearth seeming to grow correspondingly more lovely as they did. 


“Ah, now that’s a welcome sight.” came the weary voice of the Abstract 
of Illumination, crouching by the fireplace to warm his hands, although it 
was the light, rather than the heat, which seemed to sustain him. 


“Yes,” said the Abstract of Luminance as she hovered beside her twin, 
the brilliance of her form, which in most worlds would outshine the sun and 
the moon and every star in the sky, contained only by the power invested in 
this unreal space. “It is light. It is beautiful.” 


The Abstract of Misfortune hung his mask upon the coat-rack as he 
entered, for among his siblings he had no need to mind the consequences 
should any be so unfortunate as to find themselves caught in the full 
piercing power of his gaze. The Abstract of Knowledge lay his coats beside 
it, revealing beneath them the brilliantly silver dress in which he so often 
clothed his favourite form. The Illumination kept his dampening-neckband 
strung about his throat; for the full glory of both twins of Light might 
outstrip even the capacity of this concept-place to keep it contained, and he 
was used to bearing sacrifices quietly. 
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“It is improper,” said the Abstract of Oblivion, as it allowed its eyes to 
fall across the warmth of the holiday gathering, “All should be consumed 
by the winter cold. All should lie fallow beneath the strangling snow and 
ice,” 

“Loosen up,” said the Abstract of Life, crossing her arms. The Abstract 
of Luxuriance, standing beside her, yawned and rubbed their heavy eyes. 
The flowers which covered their mossy garments were still dormant, the 
energetic cheer of the Luxuriance of springtime still far away. 


“Hello, everyone,” said the Remembrance happily, as all thirty-six of 
her surviving siblings made their way inside. “It’s so very, very wonderful 
to see you all.” 


The celebrations began — awkwardly, at first, but soon all were in the 
spirit. There had been many games, many songs, and much laughter indeed 
when the Remembrance finally called the family together around the tree, a 
playful twinkle in her eyes. 


“Now, you all know the rules,” she told them, leaning forward in her 
chair. “Each solstice, we exchange gifts. And whoever hosts gets to decide 
what form those gifts should take.” 


“Oh, no need to remind me,” said the Illumination, frowning slightly. 
“After we all had to come up with some way to scare each other last 
year...” 


The Terror crossed his arms, holding his head imperiously high beneath 
his arching opera-collar. The Remembrance smiled. 


“Now, now. Don’t fight,” she said. “We all have our own ideas of fun. 
And you all know mine well enough.” 


They did. After some quiet deliberation amongst themselves, the 
Abstract of Misfortune stepped forward. 


“T will go first,” he proclaimed. And he began to recount the first 
memory. 
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1. Tale the First 


Misfortune seemed to creep through all corners of the once-fabulous 
Workshop of the Toymaker — to seep in through every crack, and pool in 
shadowed places. The Toymaker had been gone for what seemed to the 
many inhabitants of her marvellous toybox like a very, very long time, and 
now, as the holidays drew ever nearer and the multiverse waited in vain for 
gifts which would never be delivered, every last denizen of Christmas 
Toyland — the world of holiday toys which lay near to the very centre of 
the toybox — had found themselves wrapped, not in the customary holiday 
paper, but the throes of an unabating wintertime gloom. 


The forest of bows from which cheerful marionettes had once harvested 
ribbons for the annual preparation of the gifts now stood desolate, the 
marionettes having taken to lying dejectedly where they had once stood, 
their limbs all strewn about them. The model train which had once carried 
passengers all throughout the giftbox mountains and snap-dragon lakes of 
the miniature world lay dormant in its model station, the jack-in-the-box in 
charge of tickets having sealed himself sadly away for a long winter’s nap. 
And even the ever-feisty nutcracker dolls who usually patrolled the central 
tree now stood silently in place, barely clacking their jaws. 


But for one. 


As a light snow swept down upon the once-merry toyland from the 
enchanted sky above, Clacks the Baublekeeper hopped through the boughs 
of the Central Tree — a nutcracker on a mission. Their carefully-painted 
eyes were filled with the fires of purpose — their permanently-clenched 
teeth were clenched, today, with determination — their non-articulated nght 
hand held their decorative musket aloft with pride. Alighting on one of the 
bottom-most branches, Clacks took in the grand vista of Christmas Toyland 
before them. 


Satisfied, they took a marching step forward, then slipped on a garland 
of popcorn and cranberries, barely managing to grasp the end of a nearby 
candy cane with their posable left hand as they toppled from the bough. 
Clacks, swaying gently on the end of the pendulum, felt the meagre 
reserves of confidence which they had built up draining away — alongside 
their dignity. 
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Clacks had not, in truth, ever been a particularly brave soldier. Bravery 
was hardly required in the character of a Christmas Tree Guard — for there 
were very few true threats to the tree, or indeed to the Toybox as a whole. 
Even on the few recent occasions on which the Toymaker had found herself 
sealed away, no harm had ever befallen her hidden creations — ennui aside 
— and even now, removed from her Workshop entirely, it seemed that her 
many enchantments still held. 


The guards, then, liked to tell themselves that they were more 
ceremonial than anything else. This was, in truth, inaccurate, but only 
because ‘decorative’ would have been a better word. The nutcrackers of the 
central tree were as one with the baubles that surrounded them, festive 
trimmings bringing a spark of holiday joy to the miniature world below. 


Clacks was a traditional sort of nutcracker — no interesting gimmicks 
to their design — and would not have picked themself as a likely candidate 
for setting off on a bold new endeavour. But that, perhaps, was just the 
reason that they had done so. It would never have occurred to their dutiful 
mind to stop patrolling, before, no matter the situation, and the fact that the 
gloom into which the disappearance of the Toymaker had thrown the 
Toybox had caused Clacks to consider doing just that had proved to them 
beyond a shadow of doubt that something had to be done, no matter how 
unorthodox. 


Clacks had heard tales of other toys setting out on brave adventures. 
The legends of Millicent the Stuffed Bear were still whispered throughout 
the Toybox to this day, and Joybuzzer the Painted Clown was, even now, off 
on a journey in the outside worlds in hopes of retrieving the Toymaker from 
wherever it was she’d been taken. Clacks wasn’t up to anything so grand as 
all that — but they had thought, after a great deal of worried pondering and 
preparation, that they might just be able to manage the scheme which they 
had eventually concocted: to set about gathering holiday wish lists from 
every resident of the Toybox, and thereby set the gears of Christmas 
Toyland back into motion with the premise that, even with the Toymaker 
gone, its residents might still prepare and deliver gifts throughout their own 
miniature world. 


Clacks had convinced themselves that this, at least, would be 
manageable — but now, looking down over the not-inconsiderable drop 
from the lowest boughs to the base of the tree, they were beginning to doubt 
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their bold plan. The Toybox might have been their world, but it was still a 
vast labyrinth, uncharted and underexplored. 


A labyrinth, they suspected, full of gloom much like that into which 
Christmas Toyland had fallen. No, they told themself, no — they would 
have to go. To protect Christmas was, in a way, their duty, and they would 
not fail in it. With a few reassuring snaps of their jaw, Clacks grabbed onto 
the nearest length of ribbon and slid, unharmed to the ground. It was time 
— for adventure. 


They just hoped that it wouldn’t be too... adventuresome. 
ok ok 


Not ten minutes later, having bravely departed from within the bounds 
of Christmas Toyland, Clacks was swaying precariously once more — tied 
upside-down with a jump-rope to the limb of a plastic cactus situated in the 
centre of a wild-west playset. 


“Haw, haw, haw!” came the distinctly villainous laughter of the plastic 
elephant who had spearheaded the operation, poking his trunk into Clacks’s 
chest. “Do you see this, gang? This here’s the fate of any do-gooder 
unfortunate enough to run afoul of the notorious Plush Posse!” 


“Yeah, boss, you got ‘em real good!” said a china doll, slapping the 
leader on the back. A stuffed duck quacked in agreement. 


Clacks, with heroic effort, tried to speak — but alas, for naught. In the 
inverted position in which they had found themself, their hinged nutcracker- 
jaw could not possibly fight against gravity to open itself so much as a 
centimetre. 


“Now, don’t bother trying to talk your way out!” shouted the elephant, 
apparently oblivious to Clacks’s unfortunate state, as the posse of three 
continued to circle. “Y’know, I never thought the sheriff would get 
desperate enough to send in the army! Guess we’ve been rattling him 
something fierce!” 


The posse laughed as one, the stuffed duck going so far as to produce a 
water-pistol and fire several shots into the air. 
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“Yeah, boss!” said the china doll, “We’ve been stealing moneybags 
faster than the bank can draw the dollar signs on ‘em!” 


Another round of uproarious laughter made its way throughout the 
posse, then, its path complete, settled into sudden suspicion. Taking a few 
wobbling steps forward on indistinct legs, the plastic elephant leaned in 
closely. 


“Now, just a minute!” he snapped. “Suppose this here pathetic specimen 
is nothing more than a common decoy? Suppose the whole troop’s ready for 
an ambush, hiding out behind, oh... that bush over there!” 


The elephant turned quickly, indicating with an accusatory trunk the 
thin cardboard cutout of a desert shrub which leaned precariously on its 
imperfectly-constructed fold-out stand. Beneath the weight of his mighty 
suspicion, it tipped completely, landing on the sand-patterned playmat with 
a dusty thump. 


“Suspicious,” muttered the elephant, trying to shake his solidly- 
moulded head. “Bring out the cutters, gang! I think we’d better persuade 
this canary to start singing.” 

Clacks watched with fear as the posse, having dashed off to a 
ramshackle dollhouse, returned carting an enormous pair of crafting 
scissors. With a snip, the nutcracker was released from their jump-rope 
entanglement, crashing to the playmat like the shrub before them. The posse 
gathered ‘round, scissors held high. 

“Start talking!” demanded the elephant, angling the twin points of the 
scissors towards the nutcracker’s painted face. “What’s your plan, ya 
varmint?” 

Clacks leaned upwards, filled with fear, and lifted their notepad. 

“Taking Christmas orders,” they replied. “Do you want anything?” 


The posse were silent, their eyes boring into their captive. The elephant 
stepped forward, scissors raised. 


“Well, why didn’t you say so?” he exclaimed, tossing the fearsome 
implement of arts-and-crafts aside. “Ill take a new hat.” 


“Guillotine for me, thanks,” said the china doll, nodding. 
The duck quacked. 
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KK 3K 


“My lady!” came the anxious voice of her loyal squire, ascending the 
stairs at speed and then halting beside the fearsome armoured form of 
Queen Merleya, as she scanned the horizon from the topmost tower of the 
deluxe castle playset which was the shining beacon of hope standing at the 
heart of all her domain. 


“What news, squire?” she demanded, her shining plastic sword slotted 
into one hand, her mighty stave in the other. 


The squire shook his head with a squeaking of vinyl, deep sorrow 
evident in his simplistic eyes. 


“Dire, my lady. A ten-piece set of our finest mages were felled by 
DeathBots while crossing the Great Sandbox Desert. Several brave knights 
were ambushed by those vile glow-in-the-dark aliens in the Shadowed 
Lands of the Closet, and have returned missing heads and limbs.” 


The squire’s head drooped, his features seeming to crumple. 


“And the battery-powered walking dragon has been felled over the 
Bathtub Sea, and is lost forever within its soapy depths.” 


At this, the Queen’s hand clenched around her stave, and, angling her 
head as far towards the sky as it would go, she allowed a low shout of rage 
to escape her lips. 


“Damn them!” she shouted, raising her sword. “All shall be avenged, 
squire. The forces of mediaeval fantasy shall prevail!” 


“Yes, my queen,” said the squire, terror still evident in his features. 
“But — I’m afraid that that is not the end of our poor luck this day.” 


The Queen nearly faltered then, before the onslaught of doom which 
seemed to pour constantly across her kingdom — but held strong. Facing 
the squire, she sighed. 


“What else, my squire? What more can there possibly be?” 


Her squire seemed to gulp at the thought of the news which he had yet 
to impart. 


“My lady,” he replied, “All questions of vengeance must wait — for 
Lord Galatron is mounting his forces for another attack on the castle even 
as we speak.” 
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Raising her arm to its highest point of articulation, the Queen brought 
her stave down upon the plastic stones, activating the light at its tip in a 
display of awesome power. 


“Then,” she declared, rage boiling beneath her words, “He shall die!” 


On the battlefield below, the forces met. Led by the mighty form of 
Queen Merleya, knights and sorcerers rode forth on stiff horses, meeting the 
wind-up legions of DeathBots whose eyes blinked red with every twist of 
their arms. But there were none to protect the skies, for the dragon had 
fallen. And sunk. 


Above, the ships were already massing. Vast space-vessels streaked 
below the wooden sky, the chrome finish on their plastic hulls outshining 
the yellow-painted moon. Sitting upon his mighty throne, Lord Galatron 
looked down over the kingdom of castles — his plastic gauntlet poised 
above the switch which would unleash the final hail of foam-tipped missiles 
upon the land below. At last, he reflected, as he peered past the readout- 
decals on his visor — at last, the forces of space would prevail. Bringing 
his other hand to position above the button on his chest, he pressed it with 
triumph. 


“Prepare for ultimate destruction!” came the tinny electronic voice 
which emanated from his hidden speaker. Lord Galatron smiled, for he 
thought it good. 


But who was that running across the battlefield below? Not a knight, 
nor a DeathBot — a soldier, in painted livery! A secret weapon, perhaps, 
kept in store by his nemesis Merleya until the decisive moment? Lord 
Galatron grew worried. 


Below, Merleya was doing much the same. Banging her stave against 
the nearest of many castles, she commanded her army to halt as the 
unknown figure came into view. 


The nutcracker paused between the frozen armies, then glanced back 
and forth, frowning anxiously. 


“Sorry,” said Clacks, “Am I interrupting something?” 


“You cannot hope to delay my fury!” came a crackling voice from 
above. “Any last words, hero? ~ Prepare to die! ~ Yes, it was I who 
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deployed the gravalox beam! ~ Presione dos veces en rapida sucesion para 
cambiar a espanol.” 


Lord Galatron cursed, realising that he had continued past the end of the 
relevant section of pre-recorded lines. 


“You are interrupting a very important battle between the forces of 
fantastical action figures and the legions of space-adventure action figures, 
which shall decide the very fate of our worlds!” Merleya declared. “For 
with the Toymaker’s disappearance, there are none to hold peace between 
our two kingdoms!” 


Clacks rocked back and forth on their heels. 


“T... don’t suppose you want any Christmas gifts?” they asked, holding 
up their notepad. 


There was a pause — then the varied forces surged forward to present 
their requests. 


“Form a queue!” demanded Merleya. 


“My legions shall bring order to the galaxy!” came the voice of 
Galatron, at which signal, his DeathBots began to act as ushers. Clacks 
nodded, appreciative. 


KK 3K 


Great boulders of dust rolled past the shadowed form of a lone 
nutcracker as they made their way through a raging storm of grime. The 
ancient, weathered forms of shattered crayons marred the landscape, 
occasionally presenting an obstacle to the journey, but more often serving 
as nothing but a distant, looming reminder of the inevitability of decay. 
Everything would break eventually, Clacks supposed. Even the storm. But 
when that would be, they could not begin to guess. 


‘Abandon all hope’, read the sign above the bedposts which marked the 
entrance to this distant land. ‘All who enter here are lost.’ 


Steadying themself, Clacks pressed onward. It would not do to give up 
now. If gloom had touched any corner of the Toybox, it must surely be this 
unhappy place. 


Inside, all was dark. Then there was light. 
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“Hello,” said the ragged rabbit, holding up a heavy torch in its tattered 
paws. “You are lost.” 


It was not a question. Clacks, frightened, began to draw out their 
notepad — but there were others standing in the soft aura of the light, dust 
gathering about their feet. Beyond, the darkness stretched on and onwards, 
only vague shapes revealing themselves in the distant gloom. 


“Oh, it is lovely to meet a new friend,” came the monotone voice of a 
music-box ballerina crackling forth from the wind-up speaker at its base. It 
leapt into a pirouette, turning slowly with a grinding of gears until it had 
completed a full revolution and once again faced the nutcracker. “Lovely.” 


“We can’t know that!” said a painted clown, then stood upon its hands. 
“That know can’t we!” 


“What do you mean,” came the flat voice of the ballerina. “What do 
you mean by that.” 


“Could be a friend or could be a foe!” said the clown, and then began to 
laugh and laugh. “Ho, ho, ho, ho!” 


“Needn’t be either,” said a broken marionette, its cracked jaw flexing 
beneath its shattered face, its one remaining eye seeming to hold the 
nutcracker in its shining gaze. “Only needs to be lost.” 


“You are lost,” the ragged rabbit told the nutcracker, as it turned off its 
light. Clacks was alone in the darkness. 


“I’m sorry,” they said, “I only wanted to ask — “ 
The light was on. 


“Then you should!” said the clown. “One should always do as one 
desires!” 


“Not so,” said the broken marionette. “Not so.” 


“Why not,” said the ballerina. “Is it not good to do as one desires. I 
have always thought it to be good. My desire is to dance.” 


“Your function is to dance,” said the marionette. 
“Ts it not good,” said the ballerina. “Is it not good.” 
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“It depends,” said the marionette. “On a great deal of things.’ 
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“Tf it’s a great deal, you’d ought to take it!” said the clown. “Things are 
hard to come by.” 


“When you’re lost,” said the rabbit. 
The light went out. 


“T wanted to ask,” said Clacks in a hurry, “If any of you would like 
anything for — “ 


The light was on. 


“Anything four?” said the clown. “How can I know how many I’! want 
if I don’t know what you’ re offering?” 


“You would take it regardless,” said the ballerina. “You would take it 
not knowing because you are a fool.” 


“Not a fool,” said the broken marionette. “A clown. There is a 
difference.” 


“Only in occupation,” said the ballerina. “In intelligence they are the 
same.” 


“Not so,” said the marionette. “A fool must craft jokes. A clown need 
only move in clownish ways.” 


“Words no contains it because novel a than less is painting a that say 
you do and?” said the clown, balancing on its nose. 


“Nothing that you say holds meaning,” said the ballerina. 

“Nothing that any of us says holds meaning,” said the clown. 
“Because we are lost,” said the rabbit 

The light went out. 

“., anything for Christmas!” finished Clacks, unsettled. 

The light was on. 

“No, we haven’t,” said the clown with sadness. “Not even a turkey.” 


“We could not do anything with a turkey,” said the ballerina. “We 
cannot eat.” 


“Not so,” said the broken marionette. “I could eat as well as any, once.” 


“But you could not taste,” said the ballerina. “And anyway that was 
then.” 
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“Then and now, how? No clocks!” said the clown. 


“We do not need clocks to know,” said the ballerina. ““We do not need to 
know the time to know that it has passed. We do not need to know that it 
has passed to know that there is a difference between past and present. We 
do not need to know the difference between past and present to know that 
there is a future. We do not need to know that there is a future to know that 
things will be the same then as they are now. They have never changed.” 


“Because we are lost,” said the rabbit. 

The light went out. 

Clacks decided to try a different tack. 

“Why are you lost?” they asked. 

The light was on. 

“Because we are lost,” said the ragged rabbit. “Lost is lost.” 
“Not so,” said the broken marionette. “There are reasons.” 


“They do not matter,” said the rabbit. “All that matters is that we are 
lost.” 


“We are lost and we are broken,” said the ballerina. “We have slipped 
from shelves and beneath cushions. We have rolled beneath the bed and into 
the backs of drawers. We are lost.” 


“And we are broken,” said the marionette. 
“Those of us who are,” said the clown. 


“That is an obvious statement,” said the ballerina. “It did not need to be 
made.” 


“Neither did we,” said the rabbit. “For we are lost.” 
The light went out. 

Clacks, sighing, turned and started away. 

“T will have a marionette,” said a voice. 

“T will have a clown,” said another. 

“T will have a ballerina,” said another. 


“T will have a rabbit,” said another. 
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Clacks was not certain which voice belonged to which toy, but they 
noted the gifts upon their pad as they hurried away. 


* ok 3K 


So it continued. Journeying through the Great Plush Forest, Clacks 
collected requests from wild stuffed animals from whom the hand of fate 
had taken the Toymaker’s gentle and often-necessary repairs. In a vast 
chamber of arts and crafts, they entreated strange creations of pipe-cleaners 
and clay to present their holiday wishes. And, cowering in the shadow of 
the Toymaker’s marvellous Mechanical Skeleton, they even recorded the 
desires of the massive bony automaton itself as it took a brief break from its 
usual pastime of swallowing with rhythmic motions any who were 
unfortunate enough to cross its path. 


Finally, having traversed the Toybox, with a complete list in hand and a 
wish to return at once, after such a trying journey, to the comfort of their 
usual patrols, Clacks entered once again into Christmas Toyland, shouting 
their message to any who would listen. All must meet upon the great plum 
pudding which overlooked the gentle brandy swells of the snapdragon lake, 
they declared in eager tones, as they rushed for the towering slopes of the 
vast dessert as fast as their wooden feet would carry them. 


As a light snow swirled once more across the skies of the enchanted 
world, all began to gather as instructed, for any passing notion of 
excitement seemed preferable to the ongoing gloom. Standing before the 
crowd, Clacks clacked their jaw in a sounding report, drawing the attention 
of the curious onlookers who had massed around the edges of the pudding. 
Nutcrackers and Rauchermanner, jacks-in-their-boxes and teddy bears, and 
even the scattered wooden reindeer looked up at them with unblinking eyes. 


“Attention!” said Clacks, feeling very nervous to be addressing so large 
an assembly. Reaching into the little knitted pocket of their hand-sewn 
jacket, they pulled the list from out of it and held it up high with their 
posable hand. “In the hopes of casting off our unhappiness, I have collected 
holiday requests from every resident of the Toybox! Together, we will craft 
the presents which they have asked for, and throw off our holiday 
doldrums! And -” 
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And then a gust of icy wind plucked the list from the nutcracker’s 
grasp, and sent it swirling down, down, down over the side of the pudding. 
Rushing to the edge, Clacks was just in time to see the fruit of their labours 
land within the boiling brandy of snapdragon lake and burn away into 
nothing. 


Had they possessed any knees, Clacks would surely have dropped to 
them. As things were, they simply stared, their hinged jaw hanging open as 
they watched the ashes swirl away on the winter’s breeze. 


“Ah.” was all they could manage to say. Then, without a further word, 
they began to hop back down from the pudding — ready to join the other 
nutcracker guards in their silent repose. For a long moment, the assembled 
toys kept their eyes upon the departing Clacks, their own sadness reflected 
in the form of the pitiful nutcracker. 


A whisper passed throughout the crowd, gaining in fervour as it did. 
They could not allow their fellow toy to retreat so crestfallen as this. 
Something had to be done! Plans were formed amongst various parties, and 
quickly set into motion. 


There was a great fury of sound and movement. Looking back, Clacks 
saw that the others had rushed towards the forest of ribbons — already 
gathering choice specimens and beginning to weave them into bows. And 
one brave party nearby seemed to be organising an expedition to the 
Workshop to retrieve wood and fabric. 


“But,” they said, rushing back, “But the list is gone!” 


“Who needs it?” called an elf-marionette, its arms laden with wrapping 
paper. “We'll make something wonderful, at any rate!” 


Clacks watched the others going about their rapid holiday business, 
feeling cheer swelling within themself. Then they hurried to join in. 


Kk 3K 


In Wild West Town, the local cowboy figurines had a holiday break 
from their usual run of burglaries as the notorious Plush Posse enjoyed their 
gifts not guite what they had asked for, perhaps, but even outlaws 
couldn’t bring themselves to mind on Christmas. 


As the armies of Queen Merleya and Lord Galatron looked with despair 
upon their ruined castles and shattered ships, ready to begin the arduous 
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day-long task of fitting them back together again, their spirits were 
suddenly lifted by the arrival of presents for all. Who, in the confusion of 
mages and knights and DeathBots and aliens, could have remembered what 
it was that they had asked for anyway? All was well received. 


And even the holiday of the Lost was brightened as they enjoyed their 
first celebrations since the day they were forgotten — courtesy of the eager 
residents of Christmas Toyland. 


So it went throughout the Toybox. From the throes of gloom brought 
upon them by the sudden misfortune of the Toymaker’s disappearance, all 
felt their spirits raised by the thoughtful gesture of Clacks and the rest — 
and all enjoyed their merriest Christmas yet. 

Clacks, marching happily once again through the central tree of 
Christmas Toyland with all of their kindred, was very pleased indeed. 


* ok 3K 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


First Intermission 


The Misfortune finished his tale, and stepped back with a nod. The 
Remembrance smiled as the story seemed to take on physical form within 
an iridescent bubble, then float, shimmering, to a high bough on the 
Christmas tree, taking up its place among the memories. 


“Thank you,” she said with a twinkling smile. “It was a wonderful 
story.” 


She cast her eyes across the others. 
“So, then,” said the Remembrance, “Who’s next?” 


There was another round of deliberation. The Twins of Light stepped 
forth, and the Abstract of Luminance whispered into the Abstract of 
Illumination’s ear. He nodded, then began to tell the second tale. 
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1. Tale the Second 


Light spilled forth from the star above, then, striking the great magnetic 
field which awaited its descent, spread itself thinly across the twilight sky, 
shimmering in psychedelic patterns which painted the world in a thousand 
colours. 


Scuttling across tranquil beaches and over rocky hills, their chitinous 
legs granting them purchase on the rough terrain, Caradans bustled en 
masse beneath the auroral glow. It was New Year’s Month on the planet 
Chelipar in the Third Universe, and all were eager to partake in their most 
ancient tradition. 


For the young Caradans who had only this year come of age, the 
excitement was almost too much to bear, and they rushed ahead of the rest, 
claws snapping with anticipation. The auroras were lengthening, and it was 
time to celebrate the promise and potential of a new start by exploring the 
infinite possibilities which were held within the depths of dreams. 


Kk OK 


Moxx was a fearsome pirate, a swashbuckling knave, a legendary 
buccaneer who spent her days standing at the prow of a great wooden 
sailing ship shouting gleeful nonsense into the salt-spray and the rolling 
winds before her. 


She hadn’t expected the dreams to feel so very real. The wooden planks 
had a genuine texture to them — a texture which she was fully aware of 
even when she wasn’t paying any attention to the deck — and the sway of 
the ship was as tangible as anything she’d ever known. When you woke 
from a dream, you were supposed to realise right away that it had been one 
by the simple fact that the waking world felt so much more substantial, so 
much fuller and truer than anything a simple sleeping mind could ever spin. 
Not so, now. Not at all. This wasn’t just the random sense-impressions of a 
pirate adventure, it was everything — taste and colour and scent and sound 
and everything. A whole world. 


This was the power of the dreamplace. This was the cherished beauty 
that all Caradans, having reached their teenage years, were allowed to take 
part in on New Year’s Month, the protracted celebration of the first month 
of the Chelipar year — endless worlds, infinite lives, all of them seeming as 
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real as anything else one could hope to experience. A way for every 
Caradan to sample the whole breadth of experience that the universe had to 
offer, and then forge their path forward into the new year with knowledge 
like that of one who has already reached the end of their road. 


And it was fun. 


A cannonball smashed into the ship’s hull, splintering the wood around 
it and sending the crew into a panic. Moxx ducked for cover behind the 
gunwale as debris arced through the air, raining down upon the deck like an 
unusually hot and jagged hailstorm. 


Yes, fair enough, it was dangerous, too. 


“Oi! Stowaway!” called one of the crew — a person who looked, to her 
eyes, to be composed entirely of rock. “If you want to keep topside o’ this 
ship, ye best know how to man a blasted cannon!” 


She scanned the deck. The crew were all rushing to open the gun ports, 
positioning the cannons and preparing to fire. She could see their foe on the 
horizon — another pirate vessel riding ever closer o’er the rollicking swells, 
cannons blazing. More shots were impacting the ship, crashing through the 
rigging or splintering the deck as they rained down upon the hapless crew. 


Moxx could feel a storm rising in the air — the waves growing higher 
with every bob of the ship, and the strange and swirling sky above turning 
worryingly red. How disappointing — she’d been having fun, feeling calm! 
Why had her subconscious done this? 


She turned and scurried to the hatchway. Her parents had warned her 
about what to do if dreams turned dangerous. There were some who saw it 
as a point of pride that they had seen every adventure through no matter 
what — but it was a stupid risk, not worth taking. 


“Hey! Crab-shell! Where ye going?” the rock-man shouted, as Moxx 
vanished below deck. 


She struggled with the ladder for a moment — wondering, again, why 
her subconscious had dreamed up a ship designed solely for humanoids — 
but managed to get down to the lower deck, where she squeezed through 
the narrow hallways until she came to the chamber in which she’d 
originally found herself. The dream-mark was still there — a red and 
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rippling scar stretched out across the floor behind a couple of barrels, 
seeming to twist and glow before her eyes. It was comforting, even though 
it made her feel dizzy to look at it for too long. It didn’t quite feel like it 
belonged in the scene around it, or like it was really occupying the same 
physical space at all. She supposed it wasn’t, quite. 


Cannonfire rocked the ship as lightning stabbed at the sea without. 
Reaching out with a claw, she touched the dream-mark, and felt the 
sensation which she’d heard so many of her elders struggling to describe. If 
she’d had to add her attempt to the pool, she might have said it was as if she 
were falling out of her body in every direction at once. 


Then she woke up. 
ok ok 


“Tt turned again?” said the dreamworker, concern evident in the resting 
sway of their claws. 


“Yes.” Moxx replied, looking away. “It was a lot of fun, at first. A 
pirate dream.” 


“Common, as you know,” the dreamworker said. “And some danger is 
inherent in the premise.” 


Feeling like a moth under a microscope and desperate to get away, 
Moxx cast her gaze around the dreamplace, watching as excited young 
Caradans told their adventures to the dreamworkers who had lined up 
around the great subterranean cavern — civil workers assigned to all first- 
time dreamers to ensure that nothing went wrong. The gentle red glow of 
the great dream-mark in the centre pulsed and shifted like dusklight, casting 
eerie shadows across the polished stone walls of the chamber and lending 
the dreamplace the transitory, liminal atmosphere of a day’s end. Stepping 
into this room felt more like a dream than any of the dreams themselves did 
— a strange, floating sensation of substanceless quasi-existence, never quite 
staying in the mind once you had left again. 


“Still,” the dreamworker continued — “that’s an unusual number of 
turns, now. Have you had even one successful journey yet?” 
“N — no.” 


“No,” the dreamworker said. “Hmm. That is concerning. ...Have you 
been taking this seriously, miss?” 
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“Yes!” Moxx exclaimed, annoyed at the implication. “Of course I 
have!” 


“Hmm. You may not be properly adapting the necessary skills. At your 
age, it’s important to be able to control your dreams if you want to be able 
to get as much out of the dreamplace as your peers will. I’1l want to monitor 
your progress more closely from here on, miss ...” 


“Moxx.” Moxx replied. Should at least know my name if you want to 
‘monitor’ me, she grumpily added in her mind. 


“Right. Thank you.” the dreamworker said. “From now on, it might be 
best if you write up reports of your dreams for me to analyse. Nothing 
fancy, just a brief description — think of it as a diary entry. Now — maybe 
you’d better take a day to rest and to think about what I’ve said before you 
come back. The night after tomorrow, alright?” 


Moxx’s mandibles bristled, and her stomach dropped unpleasantly. 
“But os? (74 
“No arguments. Go on home, now.” 


Scuttling up the path towards the surface, Moxx felt as if a raw nerve 
had been touched, and now that she was out of the presence of the 
dreamworker, it was turning — as such feelings tended to do — into 
resentment. That stupid dreamworker — she didn’t need to be monitored. 
She wasn’t a malagal-munching baby. She was an intelligent, mature 
person, just as much as anyone else in there! She... 


She had reached the end of the tunnel, and stepped out into the last rays 
of evening light. The constant aurora that was the night-time sky of 
Chelipar was shimmering above, and she could tell from the position of the 
gentle tide against the shore a few metres away that it was a few minutes 
past the fourth cycle. She did need to get home. 


Still annoyed, Moxx hurried across the quiet sands and over the few 
sea-hewn boulders that lay scattered across them, everything beginning to 
take on the soft and luminous delicacy that always enveloped the world 
beneath the nightly aurora as she raced for her family burrow. 


Her parents were inside when she arrived — they had, of course, 
participated with nostalgic delight on the first day of the month, but for 
most Caradans who were settled in their lives, the dreamplace was 
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something primarily for the young. All three of them were gathered around 
the low dining table when she entered the primary chamber, and all three 
cast their eyes upon the elegant tide-simulator mechanism by the entry-hall 
as she did. It was nearly the fifth cycle, now — she was late. 


“TI know, I know,” she grumbled, joining them around the table. “I’m 
sorry.” 


“Tt’s alright, dear,” her mother replied. ““We were worried, that’s all.” 
Her father and broodparent nodded in agreement. She sighed. 


“Well, I’m fine,” she said, her bitterness at the dreamworker’s words 
still turning in her mind. “It all went fine.” 


“Good,” her broodparent replied, putting a serving of camryxa weed 
onto her plate. “These things are important, you know.” 


“Right,” her father added. “Getting control of your dreams, guiding 
them so that they can guide you — it’s one of the most important things a 
young Caradan can do.” 


Moxx sighed again, picking at her food. 
ok Xk 


In her sleep-chamber, Moxx paced the floor, clacking her claws to vent 
her frustration. It just wasn’t fair, she thought. Why could everyone else do 
it? Why did the dreamworker think she needed to be monitored? Surely she 
couldn’t be the worst out of all of them! She hadn’t been doing very badly 
at all, really, she was certain. Maybe that dreamworker was just a jerk! 


Her anger worn out, Moxx climbed onto her cushion, despair setting in. 
Maybe she really was that bad at it. Maybe she was totally incompetent. 
Oh, why couldn’t she do anything right?, ran her inner thoughts as she lay 
in the shadows. 


And now she had to skip a day of her first New Year’s Month. And 
she’d probably never be able to figure out her path through life, now. And 
she hadn’t even been able to bring herself to tell her parents. And... and... 
and... 


And Moxx crawled from her cushion again, new thoughts swirling in 
her mind. She couldn’t bear it! She wouldn’t miss a night, wouldn’t be the 
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only one not up to par. She would go back to the dreamplace, and she would 
practise until she was just as good as everyone else. 


Her hearts pumping, Moxx crept back towards the entry-tunnel. The 
bureau which managed the dreamplace granted a period in which no 
permits were needed to visit during the nighttime hours of the entire New 
Year’s Month, in accordance with tradition — which meant that returning in 
the wee hours after most others had gone was technically allowed, Moxx 
reassured herself, even though first-time dreamers were always supposed to 
be accompanied by a dreamworker. She dashed outside, hurrying back 
across the beaches and into the network of tunnels which led to the 
dreamplace. 


There was no one inside, she found, upon arriving. Taking a few 
steadying breaths, Moxx crept forward, reaching the great glowing dream- 
mark at the cavern’s centre. She had to do this, she told herself. She could 
do it. 


Moxx lowered herself down over the edge and into the central dream- 
mark, and felt herself falling in every direction. 


Kk 3K 


The light pouring down from the unfamiliar sky was red and ragged, 
and seemed to tear at the corners, revealing the hazy outer cogwork of 
something vast and inexplicable lying beyond. Every second that passed 
here did so with a painful grinding, as if time itself was nearly spent, and 
with every tick another layer of concept seemed to slough away from the 
skin of the sorry world. 


There was a skeleton standing among the ruins, wreathed in shadow. 
Moxx set her eyes upon the flayed form — what she recognized as a 
mammalian endoskeleton of the kind found on ally worlds like Earth and 
Gendar — and she understood; this was a nightmare. Her fear pushed away 
by another surge of anger at her inability to properly dream, she closed her 
eyes against the gloom, trying to focus — trying to push things back onto 
an ordered track, the way dreamworkers swore you could if you really tried. 
It was no use; she could still feel the thin edges of the nightmare-world 
pressed against herself. 


“Hey, kid,” said a rasping voice. Moxx’s eyes snapped open, and she 
saw the skeleton standing before her, its brittle form wrapped in a thin black 
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cloak. 


She hurried away, trying to pick out the dream-mark from among the 
scars that lined the fabric of this place. She had not gotten very far at all 
when she sensed something touching her carapace, and turned to find that 
the skeleton, its hand outstretched, was still behind her, for all that it had 
not seemed to move. 


“Leave me alone!” she snapped, knocking the hand away with a claw. 
The skeleton laughed. 


“Ah, it’s good to see another face,” he replied, taking a step back as if to 
more carefully observe her. “One gets lonely wandering the outer- 
dimensional sewage. Caradan, non?” 


Moxx took a breath. Of course it was unsettling; it was a nightmare. 
She couldn’t let it topple her focus, not if she ever wanted to get good at 
this. 


“Name’s Auteur,” the skeleton continued, laying a hand on his chest. 
“Yours?” 


Moxx turned away, trying to shut out the eerie distraction. 
“Just focus...” she muttered to herself, “Focus, focus, focus...” 


The skeleton was in front of her. She scuttled back, startled, as he 
leaned in closer. 


“What’s the matter, kid?” he asked, leering. “Lost your way? You 
certainly are Jost. But I can help, tu sais.” 


Moxx looked up, irritated as much as she was scared. 


“No, you cant,” she declared. “You’re a nightmare. A... a figment of 
my imagination. So just be quiet!” 


There was a strange look in the skeleton’s orange eyes as he rose to his 
full height. 


“You're right,” he replied. “That’s exactly the case, kid. Everything you 
need to know is locked up in your subconscious. I’m here to let it out.” 


Moxx paused, pondering. That did sort of make sense, didn’t it? She 
had been trying to focus on making the dream go perfectly — manifesting a 
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weird helper from her mind seemed like the kind of thing that might happen 
in these situations, didn’t it? 


“’..?’m Moxx,” shesaid, at last, with a great deal of lingering suspicion. 
Realising that the skeleton was waiting for something, and remembering 
from school that many prominent galactic cultures used secondary names, 
she added: “Just Moxx. Shouldn’t you know that?” 


The skeleton shrugged. 


“I’m just an avatar of your mind. Who can tell what gets dredged up 
and what stays hidden, eh?” 


He clapped his hands. 
“Right! What seems to be the problem, then, ma jeuneamie?”’ 
Moxx hesitated. 


“I’m... I’m practising,” she said at last. “Trying to keep my dreamplace 
dreams from turning into nightmares. But it isn’t working.” 


The skeleton’s eyes seemed to bulge further out of his head. 


“Dreams, eh?” he asked. “Tell me about this ‘dreamplace’, kid. Get 
those subconscious energies flowing.” 


“Well...” Moxx began, twitching her mandibles awkwardly as she tried 
to recall what she’d been taught about the dreamplace. “It’s a big red 
dream-mark in a cavern. It’s, you know, culturally important and all of that. 
It was discovered thousands of years ago, I think, and it’s been a part of the 
New Year’s ceremony ever since then.” 


She pondered for a moment, digging into her memory, trying to release 
her subconscious thoughts as the skeleton had suggested. 


“And, um... most scientists think it must be a... a hallucinogenic thing 
or something, you know, activating the dream centres of the brain, but no 
one’s ever actually proven how it works because it’s impossible to take any 
kind of readings of anything that’s inside the dream-mark.” 


She shrugged her claws, finding that her well of knowledge had run dry. 
“That’s it, really.” 


“Ah, but what an intriguing explanation!” the skeleton exclaimed. 
“Then... you’re ‘dreaming’ now, are you? Tell me, ma chére — how do you 
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get back?” 


“Well, back through the dream-mark, if I can find it,” she replied, 
increasingly annoyed by the skeleton’s obvious and unhelpful queries. “But 
I don’t see what that has to do with anything.” 


The skeleton’s eyes were shining now, and Moxx didn’t like it at all. 


“Could mean a lot, kid,” he was saying, tapping on the side of his skull. 
“Oh, yes. Quite a lot.” 


“T, um, I guess I’ll go find it and start over again.” Moxx said, making 
up her mind to get away from the eerie and unhelpful skeleton, whether he 
was an avatar of her mind or not. 


She began to scuttle away, but heard the sound of rattling bones behind 
her. The skeleton was following, walking in rapid paces to keep up with her 
bustling motion. 


“I’d better accompany you, non?” he called. “We just might find 
something useful.” 


Trying to ignore him in the — given the circumstances — unusually 
reasonable hope that this might make him disappear, Moxx carried onward, 
scanning the pockmarked quasi-ground of the fraying unreality for any sign 
of the dream-mark. Squeezing through a tight gap between two of the many 
thorny spires that rose, rash-like, across much of the shadowed nothing- 
space, she finally spotted it bisecting a patch of darkness, and made towards 
it. 

The skeleton had slipped in front of her, and reached it before she did 
— then bent over the red scar, his rictus grin seeming to widen in the glow 
of the light which it cast. 


“Oh, very nice,” he rasped. “Exactly what I was hoping to see! Not 
many of these left anymore, you know. Your ‘dreamplace’ must be built on 
a particularly fragile crack in the totality — sending out brand-new hairline 
splinters whenever you force your way through. Can’t wait to see what 
that'll look like in a few millennia. Word of advice, kid — invest in off- 
world real estate, eh?” 


Unsure what any of that meant, Moxx simply looked on as, rubbing his 
hands together, the skeleton posed as if preparing to dive. She watched in 
shock as the figure of her nightmares leapt into the dream-mark and was 
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flung painfully backwards, landing with a sickening crack against one of 
the thorns. He rose to his feet, rubbing at the back of his head, and let loose 
a string of invectives in the general direction of the dream-mark. 


After a moment, and having calmed down somewhat, he approached 
again, peering at it with renewed curiosity. 


“Ah...” he eventually proclaimed, tapping ruefully at his chin. 
“Fascinant. You forced it open, so only your biodata matches the shape of 
the crack — so to speak.” 


He turned back towards Moxx. 

“Tell me, kid,” he said, carefully, “What was all that stuff you were 
saying about ‘improving your dreams’?” 

Moxx began to creep slowly around him, heading for the crack herself. 

“Look, I really have to go. Thanks for the, um, help.” 


The skeleton’s eyes flashed, and she found herself rooted where she 
stood. 


“Humour me,” he replied, drily, drawing closer. 


Moxx’s hearts began to pound, and she found herself regretting her 
hasty decision to sneak into the dreamplace. If this was the state of her 
dreams, she thought, things must be even worse than the dreamworker had 
supposed. 


“Dreams aren’t supposed to be dangerous,” she managed to say. 
“Sometimes they are, but it’s... it’s supposed to be a rare thing. And most 
people think, if it happens too often, it must be because the dreamer’s doing 
something wrong. I just... wanted to figure out what that was.” 


She twitched her mandibles angrily. 


“My dreamworker already thinks I’m terrible at it. Making me write 
reports...” 


But she cut herself short, for the skeleton had started to laugh at her 
earlier words. 


“Oh, that is funny! That is tres drole,” herasped, before composing 
himself and continuing in a distinctly less genuine tone. “Ah, poor girl. But 
I’m sure there’s a way to fix all of that.” 
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“There is?” Moxx asked, suspicious — but curious. 
The skeleton swept in closer. 


“Of course!” he replied. “These... reports. Hm. Not a bad idea, ma 
chére. So you don’t feel up to par, eh? Well, there’s only one recourse for 
that kind of situation.” 


He bent down. 


“Keep pushing yourself until you are. Find the most dangerous dreams 
you can come across, the worst nightmares lurking in the mind, and beat 
them all back. And write them down for everyone to see. Compile them. 
Make a book of it. Prove to yourself, and to everyone else, exactly what 
you’re capable of.” 


Moxx stared at the skeleton, still frightened. 
“And... you think that will work?” 
He grinned wider still. 


“Oh, I Anow it will.” 
KK 


The next night, Moxx was surrounded by empty carapaces, the shine of 
hundreds of long-rotted eyes still hanging in the darkness where their heads 
were not. The clatter of legs and the clack of shrivelled claws circled her on 
all sides, seeming to grow louder and more discordant with every passing 
second until she clamped her eyes shut and tried to drown out the nauseous 
terror which was rising within her. 


“Come on, kid!” came the voice of the skeleton, a mocking edge 
creeping into his words. “This is your big chance! What are the odds that 
we stumble into a world of undead arthropods first time out, eh? You don’t 
want to waste this!” 


They were coming, drawing in from every angle. Moxx, too panicked 
to think, too repulsed by the mere thought of the shells which surrounded 
her, began to hyperventilate. 


“It’s not like they’re actually Caradans.” called the skeleton from atop 
the seaside rock on which he had perched. “You’ve got to be more blasé to 
the lesser species, ma cheére.” 
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Moxx, gathering a burst of will, began to draw back, ready to move 
from her frozen position of fear and run as far away as her legs could carry 
her. 


“Ah, well.” rasped the voice. “I guess you just don’t have it in you, after 
all. Shame. Hard to prove someone wrong when they’re not, you know.” 


There was a pause. 
“Well, for you. For moi, not so much.” 


The words reached Moxx’s terrified brain. He was right — she knew 
that he was right. If she wanted to be as good as everyone else... if she 
wanted to prove that she could do this... then... 


She took a deep breath, and opened her eyes. A sting of terror struck her 
as she once again laid her gaze upon the creatures before her, the horrible 
resemblance to the Caradan form striking some primal part of her mind. She 
took another breath. She thought of the skeleton’s words. And she pressed 
onwards through the mass of putrid thrashing bodies, gripped in an 
unfeeling panic, tears welling in her eyes. She had to do this. She had to. 


The legs were still clattering, the claws were still snapping, the 
decaying bodies pushed against her on all sides, but she made it through to 
where the dream-mark was located — just beneath the skeleton’s perch, 
where, she was given to understand, he had somehow managed to move it 
after she had first come through into this dream. 


Moxx had hoped she might feel some sense of triumph upon reaching 
the mark, but the terror did not subside. She folded her legs beneath her and 
began to cry. 


“There you go, kid! That’s the stuff!” the skeleton exclaimed. “Thats 
how you prove yourself. Don’t you just feel better already?” 


He hopped from the stone, landing beside her. 


“A few more nightmares like that conquered, and the dreamworkers’|l 
have to admit that you can handle whatever the dream-worlds throw at you! 
Unless...” 


He cast a critical eye upon her. 
“You're not thinking of giving up, are you, kid?” 
“N — no.” Moxx replied, sniffling. She pulled herself to her feet. “No.” 
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“Ah, tres bien!” he exclaimed. “Now, just remember to write it all 
down, ma cheére.”’ 


He leaned in closely, his mad eyes and wild grin seeming to stare 
straight into her. 


“And don’t leave out a single detail. Got that?” 


Wiping her eyes with the back of a claw, Moxx nodded. 
ok Xk 


Their clanking footsteps hung in the air even once the legion had 
passed, harsh mechanical shouts trailing off down the narrow metal corridor 
as Moxx peered fearfully around the corner, squinting against the glow of 
the harsh electric lights. 


“Those were cybs,” she whispered fearfully, glancing back at the 
skeleton, who was leaning boredly against the wall behind her. 


“Eh oui,” he replied with a nod. “Not a set I recognise, sorry to say. But 
I doubt your dreamworker will care about the serial numbers, eh? Come on, 
kid — dream-mark’s that-a-way.” 

Moxx stayed frozen where she stood, still staring down the corridor. It 
was a Silly fear, she was certain, but — she’d been hearing scary tales of 
cyborgs since she was only a hatchling. Seeing them marching down a 
hallway was a bit like seeing the bogeyman creep out of the closet. 


“My... my grandmother fought cyborgs, in one of the wars,” shesaid, 
remembering old stories as she listened to the distant echoes of ordered 
marching. “Grandma Tyxxa. Commander Kelavyen.” 


“Oh?” said the skeleton, looking vaguely interested. “No surnames, I 
thought you said, ma chére?” 


“Made up,” sherecited from her remembered learning, happy for a 
distraction and for a chance to prove that she wasn’t awful at everything, 
even if she was only showing off in front of her own mind. “All of the 
galactic military alliances have always required two names _ for 
identification, even from Caradans. They usually had a lot of ‘y’s in the 
common alphabet because that’s how the old databases rendered our 
symbol for —” 
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“Fascinating,” said the skeleton, cutting off her repeated lecture with a 
wave of his hand. “Let’s get this show on the road, d’accord?” 


The current situation settled back into Moxx’s mind, and she grew 
nervous once again. Steadying herself, she crept out into the corridor, 
peering down the shining expanse of chrome. 


“Little faster, s‘i/ te plait,” said the skeleton, strolling out beside her. 
“We've got a lot of ground to cover.” 

“But =~ (74 

“Look, kid, can you do this, or can’t you? If you want to head back with 
nothing, be my guest, but...” 

Moxx steeled herself and clattered down the hall. 

They reached the door to the control room after much walking, and the 
skeleton jerked a thumb towards it. 

“Right in there, kid. Zoi d'abord.” 

Before Moxx could steel herself any further, he pressed the entry- 


button, and the door slid open. Gathered around the central control panel, 
six squashed, spherical cyborgs turned their narrow heads in her direction. 


“You are intruding upon the private mothership of the Mecharon 
batches!” shouted one. “Prepare for conversion, pitiful organics!” 


It seemed to squint, the lenses of its eyes refocusing. 


“Ha! A skeleton and an arthropod are hardly suitable even for the 
superior processing units of the Mecharons!” it corrected. “Prepare for 
death, foolhardy aberrations!” 


The Mecharons raised their arms as one, palm-mounted blasters 
beginning to glow with energy. 
“Better hurry, kid,” said the skeleton. 


Eyes screwed shut and hearts racing, Moxx rushed to the dream-mark 
beneath the central console, Mecharon beams narrowly missing her 
carapace to strike each other, instead. With cries of rage, the cyborgs 
deactivated. 


“Nice one,” said the skeleton, joining her by the mark. “That’ll make 
for a great action scene, non?” 
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Moxx stared at the dream-mark, taking deep breaths. 


“T don’t want to do this again,” shesaid. “It was a bad idea. I’m not 
coming back tomorrow. I’m... I’m sorry.” 


In the blinking lights of the central console, the skeleton’s fleshless face 
seemed to frown. 


“If you give up now,” he said, ““Then — every time you’ve ever thought 
you weren’t good enough, ma chére? You were right. Is that what you 
want? Or do you want to keep going?” 


Moxx felt shame swelling up inside her once again, followed, as usual, 
by indignance. 


“T’ll keep going,” she muttered. 


“That’s the spirit,” he replied, patting her carapace. “See you demain, 
kid. And get writing, oui? 
arco 


Moxx looked down at the pitch-dark swamp which spanned the 
distance between herself and the distant dream-mark on the opposite shore, 
seeming to swallow all light into its depths and reflect none. She glanced 
back up at the skeleton, preliminary fear beginning to tighten its grip around 
her. 


“What is this?” she asked, suspecting some sort of horrible trap. 
The skeleton shrugged. 


“Beats me, kid. But it looks like you’ll have to cross, non? Shouldn’t be 
a problem for a Caradan.” 


She cast her eyes back towards the murky swamp. It lay still, never so 
much as bubbling. Taking a breath, she waded in and began to scurry 
through, the thick, inky substance reaching to half of her height but no 
higher. The relatively brief journey to the shore would be tiresome, but not 
dangerous. Moxx began to relax, slightly. Maybe it really was working, she 
reflected. Maybe tackling these things really was improving her dreaming, 
as the skeleton said they would. 


She clambered onto the shore. The dream-mark was there, imperfectly 
composited atop the sands. She reached for it. 
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There was a sound from behind, and, looking back, Moxx watched as 
the tar-like substance of the swamp began to rise, forming itself into a 
monstrous, gelatinous entity which took one look at the young Caradan and 
began to shift its bulk towards her, orifices opening to reveal hundreds of 
shining teeth lining the sludge. 


Moxx reached again for the dream-mark, thankful that she had already 
found it — only to hear the skeleton calling to her from the shore. 


“Not leaving yet, are you, kid?” 
“Of course I am!” she yelled back. “Why wouldn t I?” 


“You haven’t faced it!” he called. “How can you prove yourself if you 
run away when things get tricky? Doesn’t make for a very good story, does 
it?” 

Moxx paused, uncertain. That sounded mad, of course it did, but... 
but... 1t was true, wasn’t it? 


She dashed back into the swamp, feeling fear and pain, but certain that 
this was the only way to match up to the rest of the Caradans her age, to 
prove herself as capable as any other. The monster lashed at her with 
tentacles of sludge, but she pressed onwards, uncertain what the skeleton 
expected her to do but sure that staying put as the creature attacked would 
not be the right answer. 


“Now this is an action scene, ma chére!” he exclaimed, clapping his 
hands. “Ah, homeward bound, soon enough, kid!” 


The monster raised a tentacle, seeming poised to bring it crashing down 
upon Moxx and leave her entangled among the sludge as it attacked. Any 
lingering thoughts of rational courses of action chased away by terror, she 
cowered where she stood, claws raised defensively above her. 


The tentacle dropped, and Moxx felt it rushing past. Opening her eyes, 
she heard a rasping scream, and looked up to see that the monster had 
snatched the skeleton from off of the shore and was even now beginning to 
drag him down into the muck. 


She turned and ran for the dream-mark, grateful for the momentary 
distraction. Behind her, the skeleton shouted her name, and she paused, then 
turned. He was halfway enveloped by the sludge and being dragged further 
all the time by the tendrils which were wrapping around his ribcage. 
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“Help me, kid!” he yelled, and she thought she could see a hint of panic 
in the madness of his eyes. “Put those claws of yours to some use, non?”’ 


“Why?” she asked, genuinely confused. “It doesn’t matter, right? 
You’re an avatar of my subconscious — you’ll be back tomorrow in 
whatever dream I end up in.” 


Now she was certain she could see fear in the skeleton’s eyes. 


“Er — yeah, right. Well, what do you think this is?” he hurriedly asked, 
nodding down at the muck that was dragging him in. “Your id, or some 
hidden trauma, probablement. Your guess is as good as mine, kid, but if it 
finishes me off here, I’m really toast.” 


“Well — sorry, but you’re still just a figment of my imagination,” 
shereplied, taking a few more steps back from the looming form of the 
monster. “No one’s actually dying. But if I go back in there, I actually 
might.” 


The monster glanced back at her with one of its many glowing eyes. 
Fear overtaking her once more, she rushed for the dream-mark. 


“Wait!” screamed the skeleton, sounding genuinely desperate as his ribs 
vanished beneath the mire, his skeletal arms reaching upwards to grasp at 
nothing. “They’re not dreams, kid!” 


Moxx paused. 
“What?” 


Tendrils were tugging at the skeleton’s jaw now, winding up across his 
skull and around his putrid eyes as they began to drag his head beneath the 
sludge, seeming to form a contiguous mass with the shadow that wreathed 
his fleshless face so that his form appeared to melt and distort as he began 
to vanish. A change came over him — it was clear now that his fate could 
not be avoided no matter whether the Caradan intervened, and he began to 
laugh. 


“They’re not dreams!” he said again, sounding amused this time — a 
final mocking, rather than a plea. “It’s all real, kid! That ‘dream-mark’ 
you’ve got hidden away is an unstable dimensional rift. A crack in the 
fabric of the universe! You’re not visiting dreams, ma chére — you’ve all 
been travelling to parallel universes!” 
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Moxx, feeling as if she’d been struck by a bolt of lightning, found that 
one thought had risen up above the rest of the clamour that was now 
emerging in her mind. 


“Then —” she said, scarcely able to believe it, “Then whether 
something bad happens or not has nothing to do with the dreamer? It’s... 
it’s all just random chance?!” 


“That’s right!” rasped the skeleton, gleefully gurgling. “Ah, but adults 
do so love to blame the little ones for things which are out of anyone’ 
claws, don’t they? Oh, I should know, kid — just imagine how bad it gets 
when you're an only child. The only child in a world where stagnation is 
law.” 


“But — but why did you...?” Moxx began, trailing off as she pondered 
the enormity of the skeleton’s words. He seemed to get the idea, at any rate, 
and grinned wider through the medium of the goo. 


“I’m cursed,” he replied, with great casualness, such that Moxx was 
sure he would have shrugged his shoulders had they been above the surface. 
“Trapped outside our little old universe. But if I could have convinced you 
to write me into a good old narrative work, ma chére — I'd have slipped 
back through as simple as anything. Those are the terms, kid.” 


Moxx stepped forward, feeling rage building inside of her. 


“So — so you put me through all of that...” she began, “You made me 
think that I had to make myself feel scared and hurt if I didn’t want to feel 
like a failure in something that you knew was just an unfair lie — all so you 
could get yourself a starring role?” 


The skeleton was almost gone, now — only a patch of skull remained 
above the surface — but his voice was as clear as ever. 


“Don’t take it personally, kid,” he rasped as he was finally, totally 
pulled under. “Every character has their role to play.” 


And then he was gone. The monster of the muck seemed to settle down, 
apparently sated for the moment — although Moxx was by no means 
inclined to test that theory. 


She stared for a long, long while, blinking lingering tears of anger from 
her eyes. Then they turned to tears of relief. She wasn? a failure, and she 
didn’t have to do any of that ever again. 
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Back home, the light of the auroras would be spreading across the skies, 
heralding another midnight in the month of New Year’s, another year of 
promise and potential — and Moxx was now certain that the dreamplace 
had given her as much help charting her path ahead as if she’d been able to 
have the usual experience. She was never going to allow herself to repeat 
any of what the skeleton had led her to believe. 


Turning away from the muck, Moxx walked back to the dream-mark. 
Its red glow seemed to hold all the brilliance of a new beginning, and Moxx 
was ready to undertake it. She touched the mark, and was gone from the 
world of the muck forevermore. 


The muck, for its part, soon found itself turning inexorably to pen-ink, a 
process which only halted when it finally fell still, the sludge of its form 
melting into a lifeless puddle from which Auteur once again stalked forth, 
terribly angry at the turn his plot had taken, but no worse for the wear, save 
for a few lingering aches and pains. But then, in the state he was in, a few 
additional splintered bones and torn tendons were barely worth remarking 
upon. Brushing the ink from his cloak, Auteur headed off towards 
something new. 
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Second Intermission 


“Sorry, I’m... not sure where that last part came from.” the Illumination 
finished, blinking with some confusion. 


“T quite liked it,” said the Terror. “Stories should a/ways end with the 
promise of a return for their central monster.” 


The memory took its place on the tree, and the Remembrance smiled. 
“Thank you very much, my dears,” she said. “That was lovely.” 


The family began to deliberate once more. Eventually, the Abstract of 
Life stepped forward. 


“Oh, I’ve got a story, alright,” she said, nodding, with a roguish grin. 
“Tt’s about an old friend.” 


She began to recount the third memory. 
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2. Tale the Third 


A rare snow is falling on the sleepy south coast town of Right-On By 
The Sea — a peaceful place, where everyone gets along, and nobody ever 
causes any trouble. 


Well... 
Almost no-one. 


“Here we are, gang,” says Jenny, alias the Shifter, as she and her crew 
ramble with great liveliness through the entrance of Right-On’s biggest and 
best public park, which is currently coated with a sizable layer of winter’s 
snow. “Ready?” 


“Hell yeah!” says Clea, resting her arm on Jenny’s shoulder. 
“Yep,” says Bradley, nodding. 
“T believe I am,” says Lex, an impish grin upon his face. 


“Well, then,” says Jenny, indicating the park before them with a casual 
sweep of her hand, “Let’s have some fully-secular weather-dependent park- 
based wintertime fun.” 


They make for the snow, ready for all-out icy shenanigans. Clea and 
Lex are soon engaged in a raucous hurling of snowballs, while Bradley 
finds himself slipping upon the slush of the walking paths. Jenny makes her 
way to the tent from which bicycles can ordinarily be rented — all funds 
benefitting the park — and is pleased to find the usual and currently useless 
vehicles replaced, as she had hoped, with the rarely-seen specimen of the 
snowboard. 


The others have soon joined her around the tent, and the young woman 
who manages it is obviously pleased to see that Jenny’s gang has arrived. 
They exchange greetings, a typically outgoing Lex getting the ball rolling. 


“All well with the gender, Jane, old girl?” he asks, with his usual faux- 
pretentiousness. 


“It’s settling in,” she replies, choosing as most do to roll with the flow 
of Lex’s conversations. “I expect Pll have to wear it out a few more times 
to get the fit perfect.” 
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“But of course,” says Lex, indicating his spectacularly worn-looking t- 
shirt. “We connoisseurs of high fashion know that well enough.” 


“How’s the snow business?” asks Clea, as Jane hands over a collection 
of ancient snowboards, pulled out only on those rare occasions when snow 
falls and sticks in Right-On. 


“No business like it,” chimes Lex, helpfully. 


“T wish,” says Jane, resting her elbows on the table and her chin on her 
hands. The others draw in closely — this sounds like the makings of a 
situation which might require their delicate touch. “I hate to tell you this, 
guys, but this isn’t a public park anymore.” 


All gasp, then follow Jane’s pointing finger. There is a large poster 
strung up on a central fountain — a picture of a bald man in a business suit. 


“Bought out by Arthur Devros, because his building overlooks it,” 
sheglumly continues. “He’s made life miserable around here. Ever since 
Wednesday, he’s been the warlord of this place — just sits up there in his 
office making proclamations.” 


“Proclamations?” asks Jenny. 
Jane nods. 


“First off, he had all of the natural garden ripped out and replaced with 
grass, because ‘flowers are not a part of the Arthur Devros Brand’,” 
sherecounts, counting off on her fingers. “Then he renamed Right-On 
Public Park to Arthur’s Expanse™ and had his picture put up on the 
fountain. And then, he announced that ‘all persons of unusual appearance, 
disposition, or taste in music were to be treated with immense suspicion’. 
Believe me, I’ve had a hell of a time with that one.” 


Before any have time to respond, a loudspeaker crackles on. The voice 
of Arthur Devros spills forth — it seems that he is making another 
announcement already. 


“New rule!” he shouts. “Snow is not to be tolerated in Arthur’s 
Expanse™. It is a worthless, degenerate substance which is corrupting our 
children. Thank you.” 


A flock of burly-looking men bearing flamethrowers emerge from the 
shadows, setting their flames upon the ground. Jenny’s gang watch in horror 
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for a moment, then look towards the distant silhouette of Arthur Devros’s 
office building. 

“A billionaire, buying up a public park?” says Clea. 

“Making demands?” says Bradley. 

“Ruining our snow day?” says Lex. 

“Sounds like our kind of fight,” says Jenny. “Shall we pay our new 
friend a visit?” 

The question does not need to be answered. 

“Be careful, guys,” Jane calls after them. “He’s got a lot of fans.” 


Jenny’s gang see the truth of this statement as they reach the gates 
which separate the park from the alleyway beside the office building, 
carting their snowboards along with them. A varied group of homogenous 
people are massed around the entrance, loudly talking amongst themselves 
about how much better the new park is. Upon catching sight of the 
approaching group, they begin to boo and jeer. 


“Arthur says that all persons of unusual appearance, disposition, or taste 
in music are to be treated with immense suspicion!” shouts one. 


“Please, no photos,” says Lex, as they pass the mob. “I haven’t got 
enough hands to sign autographs for all of you.” 


“Snow lovers!” someone cries from the back, catching sight of their 
boards. “Don’t you know that snow is a worthless, degenerate substance 
which is corrupting our children?” 


“Yeah!” says another, ““What have you got to say for yourselves?” 


“T didn’t have anything prepared,” says Lex, “But if you’ll accompany, 
I don’t mind singing a number or two.” 


A ripple goes over the mob. Jenny and her gang look round, and see the 
source of the disturbance: Arthur Devros himself has descended from his 
building, and is walking over, a smug smile upon his face as he begins to 
greet his admirers. 


“Makes our job easier,” says Jenny, as they move to intercept him. 
“Please,” says Arthur Devros, as they approach, “No photographs.” 
“That’s my line,” Lex replies, crossing his arms. 
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“We have a couple of questions for you,” says Jenny, adjusting her 
stance to block his path. 


“First up: where’d you get the idea to turn this place into a s**t-fest, 
you stupid w***er?” Clea asks. 


This, surprisingly, does not go over well with Arthur Devros, who 
presses a button on his mobile phone. The burly, flamethrower-wielding 
men emerge from the shadows once more, pulling their welding-masks 
down over their faces as they move to escort Jenny’s gang off of the 
property under threat of incineration. 


Gazing with satisfaction across his now-pristine expanse, Arthur 
Devros seems to have a sudden thought. 


“New rule!” he says into his phone, which begins to broadcast through 
the loudspeaker system. “Effective immediately, all nineteen public toilets 
spaced evenly throughout the walking paths of Arthur’s Expanse™ will be 
relocated to the same spot, back-to-back in a circle. This will create a far 
less disorderly appearance. Thank you.” 


The mob begins to cheer as Arthur’s henchmen move off to carry out 
his will. 


Outside the gates, Jenny is pondering. 


“T have a theory,” she says. “Gang, I need you to distract anyone who 
might stop me from kicking Arthur Devros in the back of the head.” 


This sounds like a perfectly reasonable plan to Jenny’s gang, who 
immediately move into position. Bradley lies down upon the ground, arms 
stretched out beneath his head, and Clea and Lex begin to shout that he is 
disrespecting Arthur Devros by lying down in front of him. This accusation 
builds in fervour, tearing through the crowd until Arthur himself takes 
notice, and sends his henchmen to remove the object of the mob’s 
revulsion, to more raucous cheering. 


With all distracted thusly, Jenny snowboards across one of the few 
remaining strips of snow, kicking Arthur Devros in the back of the head as 
she passes. A small robotic creature with many legs flies off, landing in the 
snow, where it begins to writhe. 


“T knew it,” says Jenny, lifting the robot and holding it before her face. 
“No one would make demands that ridiculous unless they were under alien 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


mind influence. But the question is: why?” 


Jenny’s gang has little time to debate this question. The doors to the 
office building fly open, and a horde of cyborgs march through — 
squashed, spherical cyborgs that look suspiciously like macarons. 


“Who dares to disturb the master-scheme of the Mecharon forces?’ 
shouts one of the cyborgs, as they march into position. “All must obey 
Mecharon will!” 


The mob is silent, briefly uncertain. 
“Or the rabble will win!” adds the lead Mecharon. 


The crowd begins to cheer for the cybernetic conquerors as they march 
throughout the park, blasters energised. 


“This park is now under direct Mecharon control!” shouts the lead 
Mecharon. “All who disobey Mecharon law shall be crumbled beneath the 
might of our legions!” 


“Now what?” asks Bradley. 


“Fisticuffs?” Lex suggests, a wry smile on his face. “I haven’t brought 
my gloves.” 


The Mecharons pass again, two of them escorting Jane between them. 


“This dissenter was attempting to sell snowboards!” one of them 
reports. “And made a rude gesture upon being apprehended by our 
Mecharon forces!” 


“Take all dissenting organics to the conversion unit,” shouts the lead 
Mecharon, “And begin production on the next Mecharon batch!” 


Clea punches one fist into the other. 
“Let’s rumble these bastards,” she suggests. 


“I’ve got a better idea,” says Jenny, before making a rude gesture at the 
nearest Mecharon. 


Mecharons escorting on all sides, Jenny and the gang ascend the steps 
of the office building, on their way to the conversion unit. They are ushered 
onto an enormous lift platform with a raised barrier around the edge to 
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prevent escapes. No one remarks upon its similarity to the appearance of a 
baking tray, because the time has not yet come for fisticuffs. 


Jane is waiting on the platform with a few other dissenters. Jenny winks 
at her, then turns to the Mecharon guards. 


“You all look like big cookies,” she succinctly states. 
They blink, processing this. 


Clea, Lex, and Bradley whack them upside the heads with their 
snowboards, sending them toppling over onto their squashed sides, a 
position from which they are not able to free themselves. The dissenters flee 
from the baking tray, and Jenny’s gang make their way up the stairs to the 
head office. 


Inside, they find the lead Mecharon, looking over his reports. He turns 
as they enter, pointing his blaster. 


“Intruders! Dissenters!” he shouts. ““You shall be crumbled for this!” 


“What’s the idea?” asks Jenny, leaning against the desk. “Why all the 
proclamations?” 


The lead Mecharon looks out the window, staring down into the park. 


1? 


“This is only a scale model!” he declares. “First, we purchase and 
monetise public parks and eclectic centres of recreation, allowing us to limit 
access to whosoever we choose! Next, we rile the crowds against the 
dangers of vile disorder, which seeks to corrupt their beloved, traditional 
way of life and put our private property back into the hands of the wayward 
masses! With their approval, we ban all that is disorderly — persons of 
unusual appearance, wild plant matter, uncontrolled weather events! Then, 
we paint all who express disapproval of the right and traditional Mecharon 
way of life as agents of this disorder, and have all such agents removed 
under the same auspices! And then, when all is ready — the ultimate 
conversion! The ultimate excision of disorder in favour of the perfect 
Mecharon form! The ultimate Mecharon army, ready to subjugate the 
galaxy!” 

“But you’ve made a mistake,” says Jenny, who is standing very close 
behind him. 
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‘‘What is that?” he demands. 


“You monologued, with dissenters in your office, while facing a 
window,” shereplies. “Obvious point of failure, to be honest.” 


Jenny pushes him out the window, as Bradley — having already hacked 
the central computer and complained about its outdated operating system — 
sends out a command to all Mecharons to reboard their ships, which are 
promptly launched back into space. 


Back in the park, Jenny and her gang are returning their snowboards to 
Jane, as confused city officials restore the proper name to the park sign. 


“Sorry about the snow, guys,” shesays, as she packs the boards away 
again. “But, hey, maybe next time.” 


“Oh, don’t worry,” says Lex, “We’ve gotten our use out of them.” 


9 


“That’s the way the fascist cookie crumbles,’ 
another swing at an imaginary Mecharon. 


says Clea, mimicking 
“Anyone for a night at the club?”, asks Jenny, as they ramble away 


from the park once more. 


The question doesn’t need to be answered. 
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Epilogue 


The Remembrance nodded appreciatively as the memory took its place 
alongside the others, the tree seeming to grow ever brighter. 


“Now, then,” she said, looking out over the group once again. “Who’s 
next?” 


All had started to deliberate for a fourth time when a sudden knock 
came on the door. Lifting the runners of her chair from the floor, the 
Remembrance floated off to answer it. 


The entity formerly known as the Abstract of Chaos was standing on 
the doorstep, his eyes burning with fury as his shattered sigil pulsed upon 
his chest. The Remembrance stared back at her former sibling, who had cast 
off the family and sworn to destroy them, and she smiled. 


“Hello, dear,” she said. “You know you’re still welcome here.” 


“No, thank you,” said Chaos. And he lashed out upon the concept- 
space, striking at its very fabrics, so that all seemed to swirl into a 
maelstrom of empty madness. Chaos, who had once represented the chaos 
of spontaneity, of change, of the casting off of stagnation, now unleashed 
the chaos of emptiness and cruelty and pain and war which he had decided 
to embrace. 


Striding through the maelstrom into which the quiet sitting-room had 
been thrust, the Abstract of Misfortune looked upon him with purpose as 
Chaos brought the world down at its seams, and Chaos beheld Misfortune’s 
face. Something deep within him spoke of fear. Then the tides began to 
turn. 


The Abstract of Life and the Abstract of Knowledge together began to 
drive back the emptiness and cruelty which surrounded them, Chaos 
struggling desperately but failing to reassert his foothold. The Terror leapt 
upon him, and he saw his deepest fears reflected as he was driven back 
towards the threshold. The Luxuriance was waiting there, and the spirit of 
nature began to collapse his final salvos, its beautiful disarray serving as a 
counterpoint which was able to overwrite and replace his all-swallowing 
chaos. 


Chaos teetered on the doorstep, beginning to falter. He looked back at 
his hated foes. 
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The Illumination had unclasped his collar, and joined hands with the 
Luminance, who nodded her head with quiet accord. Light spilled over 
from their brilliant forms, and Chaos saw the fury of a forming star filling 
every inch of his perception. 


Blinking, he found himself lying in the concept-snow outside. A figure 
was walking through the swirling blizzard. Reaching him, it paused, then 
kneeled. 


“You are forgotten,” said the Oblivion. 
Chaos felt himself beginning to fade from the concept-space. 


He opened his eyes, and was back in front of the fireplace, the 
Remembrance looking down at him. He tried to lash out again, but felt his 
powers limited by the now-stronger walls of reality. 


“Why have you brought me back here?” he demanded, as the others 
surrounded him. 


“Because,” said the Remembrance, “It’s Christmas. We’re all family 
today. No matter what.” 


Chaos moved to stand and storm out again. But then — he was still 
feeling sore from the conflict. And the fire did feel nice. Grudgingly, he sat 
down again. 


Gathering around the Christmas tree, the family continued to tell their 
stories long into the quiet winter’s night, painting pictures of distant worlds 
comprising all aspects that had gathered here — all aspects that made up the 
patchwork quilt of life. It was the solstice-night — the moon hung high 
above a billion worlds — and they were having a party. 
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SCENE 8 


The printer sputtered to life like a recently-resuscitated drowning 
victim, expelling the printout in short, painful bursts. The paper was flimsy 
and the printing itself was a dirty job, one line full of bleeds and blots, the 
other so faint it was hard to make out that it was even there. Coloth had 
little context to which to compare it, never having seen a printer before, but 
even he could tell that it made an odd contrast to the odd, but sophisticated 
computer into which Tetra-None had typed the four or five keywords down 
to which she had managed to boil his disordered questions and pleas about 
the Snowstorm, the Library, and his friends. 


Come to that, he was fairly sure that most modern computers just gave 
you the data you’d asked for on the screen. He couldn’t be certain, because 
he’d never used one, either. Oh, he’d seen computers alright, but according 
to every bit of training Callum and Maritsa had received, the computer 
terminals in the Library were best kept away from. 


They ate people. 


There was absolutely no cho, no deathly aura emanating from the 
printer, though. If anything, it was the machine itself which looked as 
though it might die on them at any moment. He wondered where printers 
went when they died. Or computers. Had the Bookkeepers ever Time- 
Ladled one of their own computers? He realised with an odd start that they 
seemed curiously averse to studying and recording their own history, or that 
of the Library. Nobody had ever given him a straight answer regarding how 
long the posthuman colonists had been in the Library, exactly. Certainly 
they had not created it — but had it been a hundred years or a million since 
the Plume Coteries had arrived on the backs of their Birdhemoths, and 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


stabled them in the heart of the structure, and renamed themselves the 
Bookkeepers? No one seemed to know, or want to say. 


He wondered why. 


He was jolted out of his reverie when the Cyclock tore the page out 
from the printer and began to scan it with an intent, one-eyed gaze. 


“A-anything useful?” he ventured to ask after a few moments. 


“Hmm. I’m seeing a lot of irrelevant stuff. Snow’s a pretty common 
phenomenon in the Multiverse, to say the least. Lots of things about snow- 
men, and... what’s Lovecraft got to with it? That has got to be a glitch. 
But... A-ha! Look! Result #23! ‘Coloth Presents: The Book of the 
Snowstorm. ‘When a mysterious, unceasing Snowstorm traps five people 
inside a single room of the Library, his human friends included, Coloth 
must journey beyond anything he’s ever known to find a way back to 
them’...’” 


“Yes! Yes! That’s exactly right!” he cried out with glee, more flowers 
sprouting on his arms and legs out of sheer relief. “Five people — Callum 
and Maritsa must be two of those four, they have to be! Is there more?” 


“Well, it seems to be a book,” Tetra-None confessed, “and I don’t think 
we have any of those here. Well, except for what I’ve been reading, and the 
Doctor’s personal ceuvre, but I don’t think this is one of his.” 


“The Doctor?” 


“Doctor Know,” the Cyclock replied, looking slightly embarrassed. “No 
relation to that one... or that one... or that one. He’s, uhm, well — 
basically, that’s his computer we were using. That’s why I’m not... 
completely comfortable with how to work it, but ’ve picked up the knack. 
Eesh, you should have seen my first attempt, it was just embarrassing.” 


Avoiding his gaze, the pale-skinned alien returned to the office chair in 
front of the gleaming, oddly overdesigned research computer. 


“IT do wish I could just use my own abilities to help you out, it would 
save a /ot of trouble, but unfortunately, the Third Universe isn’t among the 
realities my kind were designed to monitor, so I can’t scry its time- 
streams,” they explained, apologising for something Coloth hadn’t asked 
about and didn’t understand even now that they’d mentioned it. “And that’s 
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can’t as in ‘can’t’, not ust ‘people would get really cross with me’. I mean 
they would, if they weren’t dead — they’re still dead, aren’t they?” 


“Who?” 
“Well, their people.” 
“Whose people?” 


“Y —” Tetra-None had begun to grin, but the smile fell. “— oh well, 
you wouldn’t get the joke. Either of them. Anyway. Let’s see. Hmm.” The 
oversized eye narrowed at the data flashing by on the holographic screen of 
Doctor Know’s computer. “No available bootlegs, but I am finding ISBN 
listings and suchlike... A-ha! Yes! It’s on the Wiki!” 


“The Wiki?” 


“Just the Wiki,” Tetra-None said with a shrug. “Doctor Know’s 
computer can search the future Internet, and apparently in 2033 they decide 
to just up and merge all the fandom Wikis into one big... thing. And 
Wikipedia for good measure — the real world’s just a fandom for things 
you can physically touch, after all. Oh, you should see the Forums, but it 
sure cuts through the backlog of inclusion debates, Ill tell you that. And 
they might have a summary of The Book of the Snowstorm. We could use 
that, right?” 


“Absolutely!” Coloth nodded with great confidence. 


He hadn’t understood much of the Cyclock’s explanation; his prior 
question had been more concerned with the meaning of the word ‘wiki’ 
than with the grammatical singular per se. But then, since his resurrection, 
he’d had to get used to going with the flow of complicated explanations, 
and figuring out on the fly whether they amounted to something good, 
something bad, or something cho. And he liked the sound of anything that 
sounded like it might yield immediate answers about how he could get back 
to Maritsa and Callum — or would get back to them, or might already have 
gotten back to them in some metafictional universe reflecting his own 
timeline, or whatever it was. 


Tetra-None Hepta-Oct hit a key, and the computer sputtered to life 
again, printing one page — then another — then another — 


Tetra-None blinked and checked the small type on the printing specs 
currently flashing on the screen of Doctor Know’s computer. 
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“Ah. We might be here a while. ... Wanna grab a coffee?” 


“T — er —” If Coloth had still had blood, he would have blushed. “I 
don’t know how to eat or drink in this body,” he admitted in a pitiful voice. 


The Cyclock looked at him with infinite sympathy. “Oh, poor thing. Uh. 
Tell you what, I’ll go grab something to eat, and you can keep an eye on the 
printer.” Evidently realising that this sounded not unlike an order to 
shoulder up all the actual work while they went off to have a good time, the 
Cyclock trailed off awkwardly, unwilling to leave until they fixed this — 
then they brightened. “And if you’re bored, you can read my book!” They 
blanched and blinked again. “Er, you can read, can’t you?” 


“Yeah, yeah,” he reassured her. “It’s a pretty basic life skill when you’re 
living in a giant Library, so the Bookkeepers programmed the knowledge 
into me when they, uh, brought me back. That and a few other things.” 


He tried not to call upon that knowledge too much. It felt like a big 
lump in his consciousness, too sleek, too solid — entirely unlike the skills 
and know-how he had accumulated in his short but eventful life, before and 
after his resurrection. Calling upon it felt uncomfortable in a strange, 
alienating way, besides which it called to minds uncomfortable, Thesean 
questions about whether he really was the same Ulk-Ra who’d been 
eviscerated on his initiation, such a long, long time ago. 


But reading? He’d tried to hold off on it at first, but he had quickly 
found that he... liked books. Callum and Maritsa did, too, which frustrated 
Maritsa’s individualistic tendencies as much as it resonated with her inner 
overachiever. Why couldn’t she have been a cool rebel who’d happily burn 
down every book in the Library? It’s not as though fiction and fantasy had 
much in common with the idea of practicality to which she held herself. 
And yet. 


Tetra-None Hepta-Oct knew none of this — she barely had any context, 
Coloth realised, for his statement about having been “brought back” — but 
oh well. He was at peace with that. It’s not as though people, Tetra included, 
didn’t constantly assail him with a deluge of words he didn’t understand in 
the least; even with the best will in the world, he was owed a turn or two. 


Indeed, the Cyclock seemed unbothered by the cryptic reference, and 
simply smiled at him before plunging a hand into one of the tight, flat 
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pockets of her form-fitting black pants — and drawing out a thick 
paperback book. 


“What’s... How did you... But that’s not...” were some of the confused 
sounds Coloth did not make. After everything he’d been through, 
dimensionally transcendental pockets barely registered. 


He just caught the book out of the air as she tossed it at him, and 
admired the cover, a beautiful hand-painted affair — just the right amount 
of pulpy — depicting humanoids of several species standing proudly 
against a starfield, with a lovingly-rendered if slightly unrealistic space-ship 
superimposed below. 


“T hope you like sci-fi,” she chuckled with a hint of awkwardness. “It’s 
a compilation of stories about the Starcatcher Universe — Tales of 
Starlight. | got it in the future, it’s a legacy edition from the 22nd century — 
the fandom has some great cons then. And I know, I know, an alien reading 
science-fiction, but believe it or not, I’ve never actually been to space- 
space. I’ve been to the void of the time-streams, but that’s different...” 


“I’m sure I'll love it,” he promised her. “You go and get your food. 
Food’s important.” 
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THE TIES THAT BIND 


A “Starlight Endeavours” story 
By Lena Mactire 


Science officers personal log, Solar Date 2/1512.24: 
The Endeavour has returned to Earth so the crew can celebrate the 
upcoming winter holidays with their families. I cant really say I’m looking 
forward to the prospect. 


In their shared quarters on Deck Nineteen, Lieutenant Violet O’ Hara 
groaned as she packed her belongings into a suitcase. “I absolutely hate this 
time of year, Miri,” she said, as her Fenririan roommate idly dangled her 
legs off the edge of the top bunk. “Worst time of year ever.” 

Miri frowned. “I’m confused. I thought this time of year was supposed 
to be really big for humans?” 

Violet nodded. “And it is, don’t get me wrong. The problem is what my 
family does every year.” 

“What’s that?” Miri asked, tilting her head to one side in a way that 
Violet found exceptionally adorable. 

“My family — that is, everyone on Mom’s side,” Violet began, “they all 
swarm up from all over the Solar System, and they come to her house in 
Missouri for Christmas Eve dinner, And we spend virtually the entire next 
day opening presents, because everyone has to give gifts to everyone else. 
Thirteen people all crammed into a small living room, doing a present 
marathon. It’s ridiculous.” 

Miri whistled. “Macerit be damned, that sounds like a long day. Sounds 
expensive, though.” 

Violet nodded. “You don’t know the half of it. It wouldn’t be so bad if I 
actually liked my Mom’s family, but, well, there’s the rub...” 


“You don’t?” Miri finished for her. 
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“Nope,” Violet confirmed. “My grandparents don’t really get the whole 
trans thing, but at least they’re polite about it. Uncle Chip and Aunt 
Rebecca? Transphobic as they come. Some of the cousins are okay with it, 
others aren’t, and God help you if you get any of them started about 
politics... half of Mom’s family were in the OC, and they still like to 
complain about the outer planets surrendering.” 


“Sounds to me like you could use a friend,” Miri said, jumping down 
from her bunk to join Violet. “Has anyone in your family met an alien 
before?” 


“Not that I know of,” Violet answered. “I’m the only one in my family 
to have enlisted in the Star Corps, so they’d probably be pretty shocked if 
they met an honest-to-god alien. Especially one that looks like a wolf.” 


Miri grinned, showing all of her sharp white teeth. They made quite the 
contrast against her stark black fur. “All the more reason to go with ya, 
then!” she said. “Besides, Chancellor Sicmet will want to hear all about 
this! Gotta build up our info database on human culture, you know?” 


“True,” Violet said, nodding. “Yeah, okay. Lemme send a quick 
message to Mom and we can head on down.” 


Miri nodded. “You got it!” 
ok ok 


St. Petersburg, Missouri was not exactly a tourist destination. Known 
primarily for being home to America’s first New Civil War memorial, it 
was home to around 40 thousand people, all of them human... until now. 


The shuttle from the Endeavour coasted gently to a stop and landed in a 
high school parking lot. At last, Miri climbed out — the first Fenririan to 
ever set paw in this sleepy little town. She looked around, taking in the 
sights: a perfectly ordinary high school made of red brick, with a separate 
area off to one side that contained the gym, while hover-cars sat in parking 
spaces. 


Across the street from the school were a series of nondescript detached 
two-story homes. She looked at them, puzzled. “So, uh... which one of 
those is yours?” she asked Violet. 


“None of them,” Violet answered. “I live a few blocks west of here.” 
She led the way out of the parking lot and down to a sidewalk, with Miri 
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following along beside her. Miri’s cold black nose was working overtime as 
she took in the scents of this strange new world. It seemed so... rustic. 


As they went past a few more blocks, Violet and Miri soon came by one 
particular backyard. It was quite large, with a fence running around it to 
keep in three dogs. They began to bark as Violet passed, running over in the 
hopes of scaring her away. They barked even louder once they caught sight 
of Miri. 

“KNOCK IT OFF!” Miri shouted, but not in English. She was instead 
using her native tongue, Fenris, and it sounded not too different from the 
growls and barks used by Earth canines. 


The shout seemed to have the desired effect: the dogs ran off, frightened 
and alarmed. 


“Thanks,” Violet said, watching them go. “Usually I just try to avoid 
going past that house.” 


Miri smiled. “What else are friends for, Vi?” she said, and the two of 
them walked together in companionable silence as Violet turned them off 
the adjoining street and onto the one where she’d once lived — Clark 
Avenue. 


It was a fairly standard suburban American street: Hovercars parked in 
the driveway, front lawns still bearing patches of snow from a recent winter 
storm, one-story homes of various shapes and designs. Soon they came to 
one house in particular: off-white siding with a red roof, an ancient satellite 
dish still perched on top, a garage, and a few windows, with a green door 
exactly in the middle of the structure. And in the driveway, there were only 
two cars — evidently, Violet and Miri had been the first to arrive, since the 
cars belonged to Violet’s parents. 


Violet walked up to the front step and opened the door, calling out: “/’m 
home!” 


“Violet O’Hara, how many times do I have to tell you not to yell in the 
house?!” shouted Violet’s mother, Sage, coming into the living room from 
the adjacent hallway. The living room was comfortable if rather small, 
dominated by a chair and a couch, with a holo-viewer in the corner. Behind 
the couch was a dining area, and an attached small kitchen. A Christmas 
tree, already filled with lights and ornaments, sat opposite the holo-viewer. 
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Violet suppressed an annoyed huff at the blatant hypocrisy. 
“Won’t happen again,” she said instead. 


“Good!” Sage said, finally turning her attention to a rather bemused- 
looking Miri. “And you must be Miri’s girlfriend! She didn’t tell me you 
were a furry!” 


Miri looked thrown. “...A what now?” 


Violet blushed bright red. “A furry is a human subculture, like goths 
and nerds... based around animal people. Like... well, like you.” 


Miri nodded, and turned back to Sage. “... Yeah, uh... no, that’s not 
what I am,” she said, sounding quite annoyed. “I’m a Fenririan, okay? An 
alien, in human terms.” 


“That’s nice, dear,” Sage said, not really believing this. “I'll let the two 
of you get settled, and then Violet, you can help me finish wrapping 
presents — your aunt and uncle will be here in a few hours.” 


“Sure, Mom,” Violet said, repressing the urge to roll her eyes. Instead, 
she led Miri down a short hallway and into her room: it had pale blue walls, 
a bed in one corner, a desk in the other, and several low bookshelves 
crammed with all sorts of objects and knick-knacks. On the floor was an air 
mattress, apparently for Miri’s use. 


“Sorry about her,” Violet said as she unpacked. “She’s pretty much 
always like that... It took me going to the Academy and getting posted to 
the Endeavour to get out of here. The way she treats me, you’d think I was 
still 17, not 26.” 


“Why’s that?” Miri asked, tossing her duffel bag into a corner, then 
watching Violet unpack. 


“Only way I could afford to move was if the Star Corps paid for all the 
expenses,” Violet answered. “Nowadays all enlisted officers and their 
families get a stipend, but before then? I could barely rub two nickels 
together.” 


“No, I mean, why does she treat you like you’re still a pup?” Miri 
asked. “Is that common among humans?” 


Violet shrugged. “Counselor McKenna thinks there’s some sort of 
unresolved trauma in her background that makes her act like this, but I have 
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no way of knowing.” She sighed. “At least I have you, and the crew... That 
counts for something, doesn’t it?” 


“More than something,’ Miri said, nuzzling Violet’s cheek 
affectionately. 


KK 3K 


Science officers personal log, supplemental: 
The rest of Mom’ family arrived a few hours ago. While she and my aunts 
have been busy preparing Christmas Eve dinner, my uncles have been busy 
interrogating me about the Star Corps... among other subjects. 


This was, as far as Violet was concerned, the most awkward family 
dinner she’d ever attended in her life. Miri’s presence seemed to attract 
uncomfortable stares from the more conservative members of the family, 
while the more liberal sort gave her looks that roughly translated as “Sorry 
our relatives are terrible”, without actually doing anything to engage her in 
conversation — presumably for fear of offending those selfsame relatives. 


Finally, Violet’s Uncle Chip broke the silence. Chip Carter had been a 
veteran of the New Civil War on the side of the Outer Confederacy, where 
he’d served as a weapons officer on the OCS Sirena: the vessel that had 
brought down the Endeavour during the Battle of Proteus. It was his 
favorite war story, and one he had told many times... much to Violet’s 
irritation. 

Chip had seemingly been in a permanent bad mood since the Outer 
Confederacy’s defeat, and did not shy away from expressing his ire toward 
United Humanity in any way that he could. Which, tonight, now included 
antagonising Miri. 

“So,” Chip said, “you brought home a dog.” He took a long pull from 
his third bottle of beer, glaring across the table at Violet, and then at Miri. 


“Excuse me?!” Violet cried indignantly. “Miri isn’t a dog, she’s a 
Fenririan!” 


Chip snorted dismissively. “A dog is a dog, even if it talks and walks on 
two legs.” He shook his head. “Boy, I just don’t know about you. One day 
you’re announcing that you think you’re a girl, the next you’re going into 
space and bringing home a dog. Interspersed, er,... inter-whatchamacallit, I 
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mean, relationships like this... why can’t you find some nice human girl, 
Victor?” 


“My name is Violet,’Violet growled. “No one else has a problem with 
her, Uncle Chip! Geez!” 


“Probably because you’re on a ship full of softies!” Chip cried, his face 
red. Whether it was the alcohol or the rage, Violet couldn’t tell. “If we’d 
won, them fuckin’ Fenririans would be —” 


What the Fenririans would be, Violet never found out. Snarling like her 
Earthling relatives, Miri stood up and got as close as she could toward Chip, 
displaying a// of her very sharp teeth. “Leave my girlfriend alone, 
asshole!’’she thundered. “Or else!” 


{°? 


“Oh, is it a fight you want, dog?!” Chip shouted, brandishing his empty 
bottle at Miri. He drew his fist back in a punch... and missed entirely, 
swaying and falling onto the floor with a crash. 


“All bark and no bite,” Miri said, rolling her eyes at this display. 
“Figures.” She gripped Violet’s hand tight in her paw and resumed her seat 
beside her, growling low in her throat. 


Steve, Violet’s other uncle, heaved a sigh and helped Chip up, dusting 
him off. “You'll have to excuse my brother,” he said to Miri. “He hasn’t 
really been the same since the war ended.” 


“Will I? Will I have to excuse him? Really? Why?” Miri growled 
louder. “Listen bub, the only reason his blood ain’t staining the carpet right 
now ts because of Vi!” she shouted. “I’m not gonna tolerate some drunk old 
human insulting my entire species!” 


She made to leave, her tail lashing this way and that. 


“Vi, let’s get outta here. Maybe they still got some good stuff in Nine 
Aft.” 


Violet opened her mouth to speak, when a sudden knock at the door cut 
her off before she could say anything. 


“Who could that be?” wondered Sage. “Steve, get the door, please.” 


Steve nodded and went to the door, pulling it open. There on the other 
side was a pale-skinned woman with greyish-brown hair tied back in a 
loose bun, and piercing green eyes. She smiled at Steve and said, “Good 
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evening, sir. I trust this is the house of one Lieutenant Violet O’Hara?” she 
asked, in what sounded like an extremely crisp British accent. 


Steve looked stunned, and turned to call out: “Vic... I mean, Violet? 
Uh... someone here is looking for you!” 


Puzzled, Violet went to the door and saluted when she saw who was 
standing on the doorstep. “Captain Shadow! I... what a surprise! I wasn’t 
expecting you to come here!” 


“And yet, the unexpected most often arrives precisely when we need it 
most,” Gem said gently. “At ease, please, Violet. We are not on the bridge, 
after all. May I come in?” 


“Please!” Violet said, and Gem came in, looking around at all the 
various holiday decorations. 


“My, what charming decorations you have here,” she said, before her 
gaze fell on the kitchen table. “Ah! You all must be the relatives Violet 
spoke of.” 


Sage nodded, “That’s right. I’m Sage, Violet’s mother. It’s a pleasure to 
meet you, Captain.” The two women shook hands, and for a moment, the 
tension in the room seemed to fade away... until Gem caught sight of Miri, 
and the way she was still glaring at Chip. 


“Some problem, Corporal Miri?” Gem asked mildly, looking between 
the two of them. 


Miri nodded. “This...” Miri said something in her native tongue that 
Gem could not immediately translate, but understood the gist of, “was 
insulting my species, ma’am. And deadnaming my girlfriend.” 


Gem’s eyes narrowed slightly as she considered Chip, realising she 
recognized him from somewhere... and in a flash, she remembered. This 
was the man who’d dragged her from her ship and thrown her in a 
Confederate prison cell, after that ill-fated battle over Neptune. 


“TI was not aware,” Gem began, her voice several degrees colder than it 
had been a second ago, “that you were one of Violet’s relatives, Sergeant 
Carter.” 


“So I see you remember me,” Chip said coolly. “I liked being the one to 
bring you to prison, chains and all. The UH’s best of the best, brought down 
to Earth where she belonged! How did it feel?” 
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“That is neither here nor there, Sergeant!” Gem barked. “The war is 
over, and humanity is at peace! United, as we must be.” She forced herself 
to calm down. “And yet I see there are still those who would cling to what 
was, out of some misguided belief that they might undo the past. That they 
may change what cannot be changed.” 


“What about it?” Chip asked. 


“T have heard it said,” Gem said, “that Christmas ought to be a time of 
peace and goodwill... yet all too often, the reality falls far short of the 
expectation. All I ask, sir, is that you put your enmity with me to one side. 
If a comic strip beagle can befriend a German fighter pilot, surely we can 
make amends... at least for one day.” She offered her hand. 


Chip heaved a sigh and nodded, taking the offered hand. “Yeah... 
maybe.” 


“Would you like to join us for dinner, Captain?” Sage asked. “I’d be 
happy to fix you up a plate!” 


“T believe,” said Gem slowly, “that is Violet’s decision to make.” 
Violet nodded, beaming. “Absolutely!” 


Someone brought over an extra chair, and Gem sat down at the table. 
The meal resumed, and a lively babble of conversation broke out. And 
outside, a gentle snow began to fall, providing the perfect ambience. 


* ok 3K 


Christmas morning began slowly in the O’Hara household. Miri and 
Violet woke up first, so early that the sun wasn’t even up yet. They crept 
out of their room and down the hall to the living room, where the tree stood. 
Fully lit, it stood like a shining beacon against the darkness of the living 
room, looking utterly enchanting. 


“T’ve never seen anything like it,” Miri whispered, gently brushing one 
of the branches with one finger. “We... don’t really have anything like this 
on Fenrir.” 


“What are Fenririan holidays like?” Violet asked, going into the kitchen 
to pour them both some non-alcoholic eggnog. 


“Well, there’s the four lunar celebration nights,” Miri said. “One for 
each of the four life-moons. Then there’s Solstice Night, when everyone 
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stays up until the alignment happens, and there’s singing and dancing... like 
a big festival, really. But nothing where you decorate trees and give gifts 
and stuff.” 


“Maybe next year, you can show me?” Violet asked, looking hopeful. 


Miri nodded, nuzzling Violet’s cheek affectionately. “Absolutely. My 
moms will love you, no question about it.” 


They sat together quietly for a while after, watching the sun rise slowly 
over the houses across the street. Gradually, other members of the family 
drifted in, and the present opening began. It did indeed take as long as 
Violet had predicted, but it seemed as though the captain’s intervention the 
night before had changed things... for the better. 


But for Violet, what mattered most was Miri’s presence. At the end of 
the day, as they boarded the shuttle that would take them back to the ship, 
Violet found herself smiling at her girlfriend. “You know... I think that was 
probably the best Christmas I’ve ever had.” 


“I’d say it was for me too, but that’s kinda the default,” Miri said, 
sticking her tongue out. “I get what you mean though, I think. Merry 
Christmas, Vivi.” 


“Merry Christmas, Mimi,” Violet replied, kissing Miri softly on the 
nose. 
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SCENE 9 


Coloth finished The Ties That Bind, and, as he always liked to do, 
closed the book to take a moment and reflect on what he’d read. He 
wouldn’t have to lie to the Cyclock when she returned — he had loved it. 
He hadn’t understood it completely, but he could certainly relate to the 
basic fish-out-of-water tribulations of an alien humanoid stuck in a world of 
humans or near-humans. 


Besides, he liked wolves. The Meerwolves of his home planets had 
more legs than the Earth-wolves which the Fenririans were said to 
resemble, but then he had never thought the number of legs to be essential 
to the basic appeal of the wolf, aesthetically speaking. He’d be quite happy, 
he reflected, to have a four-limbed, bipedal wolf for a friend — perhaps 
even more. 


Where had that thought come from? And it wasn’t the first time. He’d 
developed a taste for romantic stories lately; Callum and Maritsa had teased 
him at some length when he’d gone wi/d for that story about the hologram 
who married the British policewoman. But now, as he had then, he came to 
his senses and dismissed the notion that such things could ever apply to 
him. Not that he didn’t want them; not that he wasn’t old enough. Certainly 
he’d been on the cusp of adulthood when he’d died his first death, but 
whether it was his fault or not, he hadn’t completed his initiation rite. By the 
traditions of his people, he was a child still, unfit to mate or participate in 
the shows of hand by which affairs of the tribe were usually decided. 


He would be a child forever. 


That was a logical necessity, without any elders left to oversee a second 
attempt at initiation. Oh, he would have been happy even to officially fail, 
by now. The male parts to whose removal failure would destine an initiate 
were already rotting in the ground somewhere, along with the rest of his 
Ulk-Ra body; in his cactus form, he was a boy by choice, not physical 
necessity, and he could just as easily become a woman without actually 
changing in any way, as far as it went. 
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Not that the thought felt quite right. By design, the initiation rite was 
easy to complete, if you had the will; the vast majority of girls he knew had 
failed it quite deliberately, and gone happily to the wise-woman and her 
knife. It wasn’t the sort of thing you admitted going into the rite — begging 
and pleading for your parts, and attempting to refuse the Issu-mul berries, 
was all part of the ceremony — but Otchon, his sister, had confessed it one 
night, while she was very drunk, that great female secret shared among the 
women of the tribe. Coloth hadn’t understood, then. Certainly, during his 
original go, he had been planning to succeed, and remain male. But it would 
have been something, and now even that unattractive option was foreclosed 
to him by the letter of the ancient statutes, which had been passed down 
from elder to elder for as long as his tribe could remember. He would never 
be a man or woman in the eyes of his ancestors. Never a true warrior. Just a 
boy. 

He chafed against that reality at times, but he would not deny it 
altogether. He could not. Abiding by the traditions he had been taught was 
all he had left of them. The abstract chance at a relationship, the right to call 
himself a man in theory, these things were paltry baubles in the face of that, 
especially with what his life had become. An Ulk-Ra? Ha. He was a plant 
— not even a real plant, but a projection, generated from a small, square 
machine. He was barely a living thing at all; perhaps even calling himself a 
timeless, unaging child was wishful thinking. A ghost would have been 
more honest. 


He cast unseeing eyes at the sputtering printer, still chugging along. The 
pile of printed results was now as thick as his finger, but the machine gave 
no sign of stopping; the progress bar on the computer screen — for he could 
interpret that much well enough — was a little under halfway done. Kicking 
at the grey floor with a leg, he gave himself a spin in Doctor Know’s high- 
end office-chair, then cracked the book open again. 


Time enough for another story; he needed the distraction. 
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A BUGGY LITTLE HOLIDAY 
A “Starlight Ranger” story 
By James Wylder 


Lieutenant Havoc sighed, and looked over at his increasingly unwanted 
guest. “How are you sti// drying your hair?” 


“I took another shower,” Cleo Mentia replied, fussing with a towel 
through her surprisingly-still-unkempt black locks. “I don’t get a lot of 
those out in deep space, and by not a lot I mean my ship doesn’t have a 
shower! Design flaw!” 


Havoc couldn’t help but feel a strange disappointment that this weird 
lady did not, in fact, clean up well; somehow she still looked dishevelled. 
At least she smelled better than when she’d come on board to help them 
with the Churat problem. 


He stared out the viewport, eye twitching slightly. “You do realise that 
showers aren’t cumulative, right? You can’t stock up.” 

Cleo laughed, scratching the back of her neck. “Really? Well, I’m silly.” 

“That you are,” he mumbled, and pointed out the viewport as the warp 
bubble faded and the icy surface of Jupiter’s moon Titan came into view. 


Havoc's comm buzzed, and with a flash of surprise at seeing who was 
calling him, he answered. The woman watched him, not blinking enough 
and still rubbing her hair as he listened. 


“... Yes of course, Captain. Yes, sir. I'll let her know. Thank you, sir. 
Havoc out.” He met her gaze. “Well, you've got another job down below. It 
sounds like the resort down there has some sort of infestation; they'd like 
you to take care of it.” 


She tilted her head. ““What kind of beasties?” 
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“They didn't say. The...” He let out a long breath through his teeth, “... 
bonus perk for you is you get to attend the resort after you solve the 
problem till you head out.” 


“That's great, mister lieutenant, but, well, you think someone might uh, 
let me borrow a swimsuit?” 


He stood in silence for a moment, and then turned on his heel and 
walked away. “You can undock whenever you want.” 


“What a nice guy,” she said, and squinted down at Titan again, cold 
clouds swirling below. 
ok OK 


Rolling on the deck next to Cleo, Tophie made a noise somewhere 
between a sigh and an audio glitch. The bot was a good companion, if a 
little tired of her. A clear orb shell around another black orb, with a single 
electronic red eye that rolled around. It could extend legs if it needed to, but 
they were kind of funny-looking. 


“You stole the towel,” Tophie said. 

“Huh? Oh, well, they did give it to me!” 

“They handed it to you, there's a difference. It has the name of the ship 
on it.” 

She looked down at it. “UHS Caliburn? Is that where we were?” 

Not deigning to reply, Tophie rolled into his dock in their ship, and 
started getting the systems going as Cleo dropped into the pilot's seat. She 


then pushed a bunch of food wrappers and empty cans off the console and 
onto the floor. 


“...You, ah, could put them in the trash...?” Tophie suggested 
diplomatically. 


“T'll clean up later,” she said, surrounded by a ship that had not been 
cleaned in eight months, and began the process of undocking from the 
Caliburn. The seal between the two ships broke, and she began a controlled 
descent into the atmosphere of Titan. “It looks like a snowglobe, it’s very 
holiday-y. Wait — what month is it?" 


“Do you know what year it is?” 
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She ignored that question, but her tone became awkward enough Tophie 
could guess the answer. “...Just uh, tell me what month it is.” 


“It’s December. December 2214, in case you needed to know.” 

“So Christmas is coming! Do they celebrate Christmas here?” 
“Yes. Among other holidays.” 

“T wonder if they have fruitcake! Or Stollen? Or cocoa?” 

“We're going to a luxury resort, I presume they'll have at least one.” 


She accelerated the ship, the nose cone heating up as they dove down. 
“Can't wait! I'll get to shower again too! Maybe even swim!” 


“You did hear Lieutenant Havoc, yes? Showers aren't cumulative.” 


She ignored that, too — but thankfully, it didn't take too long for them 
to reach the landing pad, and Cleo hit the brakes — hard — as flight control 
guided them down to their destination. 


The landing pad was incredibly clean; tastefully simple blue, red, and 
white mosaics lined the walls of the facility facing it. Cleo's ship clicked its 
docking port into an airlock, and she and Tophie stepped (or rolled) out onto 
a lush carpet that matched the mosaics. There to greet them was a woman in 
a prim uniform, which consisted of a knee-length white skirt over stockings, 
and a white triple-breasted blazer with a red tie around the neck of the blue 
shirt underneath. All of the cuffs and edges were likewise trimmed with 
blue. Her hair was in a tight bun, held together with a long pin, and she held 
a tablet against the lap of her skirt. 


“Welcome! I presume you're 2nd Class Ranger Cleopatra T. Mentia?” 


Cleo waved bashfully. “That's me! Uh, just Cleo though, if you don't 
mind. Don’t want people to go thinking I’m ruler of Egypt or anything.” 

The woman smiled back politely. “Of course, Miss Mentia. I presume 
you've been informed about our problem?” 


She did a big shrug, putting both hands palms up in the air. “Uh, kinda? 
I mean, I was told there was a problem but that's about it. Well, there's an 
animal.” 


“Animals, plural. If you would follow me? I'm Stacy Stazi, I'll be your 
concierge during your stay here, as well as managing the... pest problem.” 
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"Nice ta meet ya! This is Tophie, by the way. He's a pal.” 
The orb looked up from the floor. “Sorry about her. She's just like this.” 
The woman continued to smile politely and kept walking. 


Stepping into the actual facility itself was a wonder. A giant ovular 
overhang lined with the doors to hotel rooms looked over much of the resort 
below: water slides, pools, spas, hot tubs, water rides, diving areas, food 
courts, and much more. 


“Wowee, this does look like a fun time. I'll try to sort this real quick.” 


“We'll be showing you to your room first, we'd like you to try to blend 
in with the guests as much as you can so as to not cause any worry during 
their stay.” 


“Ah, I get ya. Um, I have a request then.” 
She raised an eyebrow. 
“T didn't bring a swimsuit.” 


“Yes, that was apparent,” she replied evenly, and Cleo just laughed and 
scratched the back of her neck. 


OK OK 


Lieutenant Karl Havoc had fought in the war, and hadn't stopped since. 
The reconstruction of the Solar System in its wake had been rough, as had 
integrating the citizens of the former Outer Confederacy after their defeat. 
So he had the most relaxing hour of the last ten years of his life when he 
finally got to lie down on a big beach lounge chair and let the artificial 
sunlight rain down on him. He had a drink that he was pretty sure was a 
pina colada, but he hadn't pressed the bartender past “something you'd get 
at the beach”. It had a little umbrella, which was half the battle. The only 
thing that was really spoiling the mood was all of the Christmas decorations 
all over the place. The fake pine trees lining the pool covered in ornaments 
were absolutely annihilating the summer aesthetic. Still, everything was 
good for an hour. 


That was when he saw her. 


Ranger Mentia was holding a big rubber shark, dipping one foot into 
the pool with some trepidation. She seemed puzzled at the result as she 
repeated it a few times. Her little robot was at her heels zipping around. She 
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was wearing a bright yellow one-piece swimsuit with a Pomeranian dog 
pattern on it which he was absolutely sure was not flattering her figure at all 
— and he was not looking at that fact, nor even noticing it. He focused 
instead on the gaudy, tasteless pattern, and the many animal scratches and 
bites on her arms and legs. 


He decided he'd let her be. 

He would absolutely do that. 

Yep. 

Just lay back. And not interfere. This was a vacation. 
His first in as long as he could remember. 

Not getting up. 

Nope. 


He groaned and, grabbing his drink, walked over to where she was 
looking into the water. 


“What are you doing here?” 


She looked up at him, and it seemed like it took her a few moments to 
recognize him. “Mister Havoc! Aloha!” 


“Don't say that.” 
“Right, I mean merry Christmas!” 


“Don't say that either. Aren't you supposed to be fixing a problem 
here?” 


“Isn't the water too cold?” she asked. 

He looked at the water. It looked like water. “How should I know?” 

She poked her toes in as if to demonstrate. “Try it and see!” 

He sighed, took a sip of his probably-a-pina-colada, and poked his toes 
in. 

It wasn't just cold. 

It was practically freezing. 


He pulled his foot out almost as quickly as he'd put it in. “Alright, you 
got me, Ranger — that is weird.” 
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“Oh, are we doing the rank thingy?” she gave a very crisp, confident, 
and incorrect salute while still holding the rubber shark. “Yessir, Lieutenant 
sir!” 

““... We're off duty. Just call me Karl.” 


She smiled. “Then I'm Cleo. Well, I'm going to go look for the critters.” 
She waved, despite him being two feet away from her, and turned to walk 
off. 


He looked back at the lounge chair, then at Cleo walking away, and 
seethed. Who knew what kind of trouble this idiot was going to get herself 
into? 

““... Wait up,” he called out with great reluctance. “I'll go with you.” 

kK 


“The Blue Moon Resort and Spa is your home away from home, an 
escape from your everyday life. Our trained staff of —” 


“Do they really have to advertise the place while we're inside it?” Karl 
said, tired. 


“T dunno, at least I know the name of the place now!” 
“You didn't...” He trailed off and looked down at Tophie. 
“She didn't ask,” the bot replied. 


Eventually they made their way to a woman whose name tag read 
‘Stacy’, and who was standing next to a maintenance door. 


“Hello... Who is your friend here?” 


Cleo gestured at him with the shark. “This is Lieutenant Havoc, he's 
here to help!” 


The woman nodded, a little colder than might be expected. “...Of 
course. Right this way.” The backrooms of the resort could have been the 
concrete hallways of any facility. Havoc had stayed at a place like this on 
Mars back when he was training Drones. The cheap strip lighting was the 
same anywhere, apparently. They passed a stray stack of crates of bottled 
water, and finally reached a service door that Stacy opened with a keyfob, 
and steps descended into a room filled with pipes and boilers. “This is the 
hub where all the water in the resort goes through. It all starts frozen, and so 
we need to get it up to temperature.” 
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Cleo looked around, Tophie's red eye zipping around in different 
directions scanning the room. “Oh aye, it’s impressive. Where do you move 
the ice blocks in?” 


Stacy smiled patronisingly at her. “The ice is broken up into tiny chunks 
we move through pressure tubes, before melting, filtering, and purifying it. 
The system is fully automated.” 


Once again scratching the back of her neck, a tic that Havoc was 
beginning to wonder if it was going to leave a rash at this rate, Cleo laughed 
awkwardly. “Ha, well, shows what I know. Guess that's why I help 
animals.” 


“Indeed,” she replied, and continued on with her nose held higher. 
Havoc was beginning to regret continuing to carry his drink, it was feeling 
more and more out of place. Finally, they reached a big boiler, where a 
creature was cozied up on top of. The animal was about three feet long, 
with a bunch of stubby legs on either side of its lumpy body. It was snow- 
white, aside from the bluish skin tone of its legs and head, with bug-like 
eyes and a sucker under the head, which only became visible when it lifted 
up its chin. Overall, it looked like someone had mislaid a few roughly- 
shaped balls of snow they'd arranged in a row. 


“It’s a Smarfp!!! Cleo said, running up with an enthusiasm that 
necessitated three exclamation marks. She zipped around, looking at it from 
every angle she could. “It’s a heat-sucker, you see the way it’s trying to get 
its whole belly on the heater here? It can store up heat in its sacks, they're 
filled with incredibly toxic chemicals that can store massive amounts of 
heat for weeks on end, allowing the Smarfp to survive in environments that 
would annihilate most life-forms. Its circulatory system runs throughout the 
sacks, which keeps its blood hot. They're magnificent creatures. I haven't 
actually seen one before, this is wonderful!” She was hopping up and down, 
waving her arms and the rubber shark. Tophie absent-mindedly scanned the 
creature, ignoring Cleo's exuberance. 


Stacy coughed into her fist. “Yes, well, it’s a pest and we need it 
removed.” 


Cleo nodded. “Of course. That's why I brought the shark.” She waved it 
around again, and then undid a set of fasteners, revealing that the insides the 
shark held an animal-carrying box, and even a kit for animal retrieval. 
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Stacy's mask of a face finally displayed a real emotion: complete 
surprise. “Oh, so... well, I'm glad to see you're prepared.” 


“Yep! Might take a minute unless you want your equipment damaged, 
but if you want to wait here, I can tell you all about the time I found a cat 
inside a gravity relay —” 

Stacy smiled politely again. “I have other things to do. I'll leave you to 
the retrieval.” 


Cleo began digging into the kit, and Havoc sipped his drink as Stacy 
walked to the exit. “...Well, that was nothing. I'm going to head back. Good 
luck with the —” 


Stacy left, the door clicked shut, and Cleo stopped pretending to look 
through the kit, standing up and walking between Havoc and the door. 


“You felt the pool up there, didn't you?” 


He squinted. “Yeah? It was cold. Presumably this... Smarfp thing did 
that, you said it steals heat.” 


She spread her arms wide, as if trying to measure the giant industrial 
sized boiler. “Do you think one three-foot Smarfp could cool a pool down 
that much?” 


He frowned. “Well, I don't know anything about creatures like that...” 
“Don't be daft, of course it can't. Anyone could figure that out.” 


Cleo walked past him, and further into the room, Tophie at her heels. 
What was she on about? Despite himself, he followed. 


“Tophie, where do the pipes from here lead?” 


“The boilers move into a second reservoir after the water has been 
filtered, where it is precisely heat-controlled.” 


“Thought so.” 


Havoc looked around at the mess of pipes, most so hot that even 
standing near them was unpleasant, as he trailed them. “Why does any of 
that matter?” 


Cleo frowned. “The water isn't carried in by blocks, it’s moved like a 
snowcone through pipes, then boiled and filtered. You don't see the 
problem?” 
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He shook his head. 
“How did the Smarfp get in?” 
He opened his mouth, and then shut it. That... was a good question. 


“Another curiosity — the Captain called you and told you to send me to 
this radical cool spa place, right?” 


“You were there, you heard that.” 


“Why would the captain call you personally for me to remove one snow 
bug?” 


He hustled up to her, and grabbed her by the arm, she looked down at 
his hand and up at him, frowning. “What are you insinuating?” 


“Let go of me,” she pulled her arm away. “Think! Use that Havoc 
family... havoc.” 


“That really killed your point,” Tophie mumbled. 


“Never mind. Look, this is a resort that military members go to, right? 
You're here! Fun times! Hawaiian shirts! Cool drinks — pina coladas!” 


So it was one! “So?” 


“The captain would talk to the resort owner if they did repeat visits,” 
she turned away from him and pressed on. She spent a few minutes 
examining a completely blank concrete wall before Tophie bumped into her 
foot a few times and led her over to a door. The door was, of course, locked. 


“Well, whatever you had in mind that's the end of that —” 


Sprinting past him, Cleo bolted over to the Smarfp-infested boiler, and 
after grabbing a set of protective gloves from the shark, yanked the Smarfp 
off the boiler, and ran back with it as the bug squirmed and flailed in the air. 
Havoc wished he hadn't seen its underbelly — the thing was actually pretty 
cute from most angles. But the... mess of strange bug parts that wriggled 
around all over its belly made his own stomach churn. Cleo got to the door 
and pressed the Smarfp against the lock. It started making cracking noises 
— and he realised the Smarfp was freezing the lock open. She pulled it off 
and looked over to Havoc. “Can ya kick it?” 


Finally, something he was good at. He did just that, landing a hard blow 
against the lock, and a whole chunk of the door crumbled to the floor in 
frozen shards. Cleo didn't stop, and opened the door with her own foot as 
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she continued to hold the Smarfp. Havoc and Tophie followed, and the 
resulting sight was one that he wouldn't soon forget. 


It was indeed a reservoir tank, one with many pipes leading into it from 
the boiler room. And covering the tank were hundreds of Smarfps. 


"...The infestation is this bad? But... how? They're all... big?" The 
smallest Smarfps were about a foot long, and some of the biggest were five 
or six feet, with three feet seeming to be the most common adult size. It 
didn't make sense. 


“It’s not an infestation. It's fraud. Freeze the park, bust all the pipes and 
pools.” 


That startled him, but not as much as the sound of the blaster powering 
on behind him. He turned to see Stacy, pointing a pistol at them. He raised 
his hands. Cleo just stood there holding the wriggling Smarfp. 


“Well, this is unfortunate. All you had to do was remove the one I 
showed you, head out, and everything would have been fine,” Stacy sighed. 
“Cleaning up military deaths isn't going to be easy.” 


Havoc tried to take a step towards her, but she levelled the gun and he 
stopped. “It’s going to be downright impossible.” 


“T wouldn’t go that far. You'd be surprised how far the right bribes can 
get you. Why couldn't you leave well enough alone?” 


Havoc shook his head and began to wish he was wearing more than 
swim trunks and not still holding a pina colada. “I don't understand, this 
resort is extremely successful. It has to be making tons of money! Are you 
some sort of activist, or —” 


She laughed. “Hah! Try again. And sure, it makes money, but here’s the 
thing — it doesn't make enough money.” 


Tophie made his eye flash. “If I might surmise... Miss Stacy here 
needed a Ranger to make an inspection so that when the park was shut 
down due to the Smarfps freezing everything, she and her other 
stakeholders could collect the insurance after showing they had done their 
due diligence to correct the problem by bringing in a Ranger.” 


It clicked in Havoc's head. “...And so when I described what a human 
trainwreck Cleo was, and the captain told the owner of the resort that...” 
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Stacy sighed. “Yes, when I heard that I thought she'd be the perfect 
patsy. Unfortunately it seems she has some wits about her, even if her 
fashion sense is atrocious.” 


“T look nice! They're Pomeranians!” 

““.,.Regardless, I guess I shouldn't drag this out much longer.” 

“Little late,” Havoc snorted. “You've never shot anyone before, have 
you?” 

She hesitated. “I've been on a firing range.” 

“Not the same. You can tell because the safety is on.” 

She looked at the gun. 

He threw the piria colada at her face. 


The glass shattered against her forehead, the little umbrella going up her 
nose as the drink covered her face. Tag-teaming this, Tophie ran right into 
her foot, causing her to lose her balance. Havoc sprang into action, grabbing 
the gun from her hand as she tumbled. The safety had been off, of course, 
so he turned it back on and jammed the weapon into the hem of his swim 
trunks as he pulled Stacy's arms behind her back. 


“In the name of the United Humanity Space Navy, you're under arrest. 
You have the right to be tried in civilian court, but no part of properly 
followed military procedure may be used in your defence. You have the 
right to an attorney. Anything you say can be used against you in a court of 
law.” 


The woman moaned, one eye squinting open. 


“....1 can cut you in,” Stacy croaked out. “When we destroy the 
company, the profits will be incredible.” 


He grunted. Pathetic. “You really think my ideals can be bought?” 
“*’.. Well, can they? Is this your idea of haggling?” 
“No.” 


Cleo cheered, holding the Smarfp up like a pom-pom. “You tell her! 
Principles and stuff!” 


Despite himself, he laughed. “Yeah, and stuff... What are you going to 
do about all the, uh... about the colony of Smarfps?” 
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She looked over at the wriggling reservoir. 
“Oh right. That's kind of a big problem. I'll call my boss.” 


OK OK 


Havoc had assumed that most rangers would be something like Ranger 
Mantia, but this was not the case. Most of them were like what he'd 
assumed Rangers would look like 24 hours ago — rugged outdoorsy types, 
strong and tough with a gentle edge. Dozens of them had arrived, all of 
them working with Cleo to box up the Smarfps and take them somewhere 
safe. Next to them, Cleo looked massively out of place, but her peers did 
seem to respect her. And begrudgingly, Havoc had to admit she knew her 
stuff — even if she was a weirdo. 


Stacy and the other board members had been arrested for illegal 
profiteering, and the Resort was currently being operated as a public 
service. Not that much of that affected Havoc, though he did stop by to 
watch the Smarfp clean-up more often than he'd admit. He had finally 
gotten to achieve his goal: vacation. 


He was sipping a new drink that wasn't a pina colada, something red 
with actual fruit chunks in it, when he saw the final batch of Smarfps being 
led out by Rangers to the transport ship. Cleo shook several hands, waved 
them goodbye, and then went to the lift, imperfectly wiping her hands on 
her jumpsuit before rubbing her nose, thereby staining her face with 
something-or-other. Then, she and her bot went up, and shortly later came 
back down. 


She was back in the Pomeranian swimsuit. He waved at her; she did not 
notice whatsoever, appearing to be extremely distracted by the sight of a 
potted plant. Only when Tophie bumped into her leg a few times did she 
look up and spot him; .she waved excitedly and rushed over. 


“Karl — Lieuten — Mister Havoc! I was hoping you'd be pretending to 
relax.” 


He frowned. “What do you mean, pretending? I am relaxing.” 


“Yes, yes, I know, doing your best!” She gave him a thumbs up. “But, 
you know, that’s just it. You’re trying very hard. Kinda counter-productive. 
But anyway! It’s Christmas here, so I got you a present.” 
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He blinked and sat up properly. He had no idea where this was going to 
go. She opened her palm and revealed a small Pomeranian keychain. “Ta- 
da!” 


He examined it a moment before taking it. “... Thanks.” 


“Merry Christmas. I'm going to go swimming now. Turns out Tophie 
sinks, so he won’t be partaking.” 


“...1 still can't believe you dropped me in a pool,” the robot grumbled. 


Havoc raised his drink in a mock salute. “Have fun. Merry Christmas, 
or whatever.” 


She waved again, and ran directly to the pool, jumping in with a badly- 
timed cannonball move which failed to look at all impressive. As she swam, 
he looked at the keychain, recognising it as the cheapest item from the gift 
shop up front. He'd looked through the place earlier. Well, it’s the thought 
that counts. He lay back and closed his eyes. Finally, vacation. 


OK OK 


Cleo had planned on sticking around on Titan longer, and waiting for 
another hyperspace ride, but since the clean-up had taken a while and she 
was tired, she ended up pleading with Havoc for him to put in a good word 
with the captain of the Caliburn. Thankfully, it didn't take too much 
begging to secure another tug-ride. She dropped into the pilot’s chair of her 
ship, double-checking it was docked correctly into the massive cruiser. She 
didn't need to be here, but she liked watching the warp-bubbles form. 


The distraction lasted only a moment. Her mind was still racing with 
thoughts of a very different nature. She pulled up pictures of the Smarfps 
and frowned. Tophie looked over. “They're just like the last ones, aren't 
they?” 


She nodded. “We have to keep looking. I don't know what the point is 
with messing with these creatures like this.” 


The Caliburn hummed, and the warp rings began to buzz. Cleo strapped 
herself in. 


“At least I had a nice vacation — I stocked up on showers, so whatever 
comes next, I'm ready!" 
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Tophie's tone was miserable. “For the last time, they're not 
cumulative... oh, never mind. Where are we off to next?” 


She smiled, watching as the stars warped into lines of twisted light. 
“Someplace warm. Probably without bugs.” 
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SCENE 10 


The Abstract Tales had had a strange effect on the Refugees of the 
Reading Room, as they were slowly beginning to think of themselves. It 
had been /ong. Was it the longest reading yet? In some respects it felt like it 
had been; that was the structure for you. Not just chapters, as there had been 
in The Claus-Rosen Bridge, but stories within stories. 


Oh, there had been hope, early on, given the cosmic nature of the beings 
involved, that it might at last shed some light on the crisis — or else tell 
them what powers to beseech for help, and how they might be summoned 
— but as had clearly emerged as their pattern of behaviour, the books were 
not inclined to be helpful in any blunt, obvious way. 


There had been much discussion of the cosmological implications of 
the framing device, and of the moral significance of the tales; half an hour 
had been wasted listening to the Professor ramble about the historical 
influence of a namesake of the Toymaker from the first story, native to the 
Third Universe, who had precisely nothing to do with Madame Tarsa, 
although there were certain commonalities between their domains — nor 
with that one who worked for the interdimensional department store. Was 
that guy an Archon too? That question had been worth a ten-minute 
digression unto itself, all about a TV show which no one in the room had 
actually watched, least of all the Professor. The man in black had been the 
one to finally shut him up, insisting that that other supernatural toy-crafter 
“wasn’t anything special” and that he could “do it all much better thank 
you, noblesse oblige’. 


Exchanging worried looks, Callum and Maritsa had been quick to steer 
the conversation away from that particular line of discussion, or anything 
else that might lead the man in black to identify himself. There was, by 
now, no doubt in either of their minds that this was Auteur somehow — 
disguised, or recorporated, or body-swapped. Albeit reining in some of his 
more chaotic tendencies, the insane Lightbringer had not gone very subtly 
about the business of hiding his identity. 


Equally clear to both of the young Bookkeepers, with no spoken words 
necessary, was the fact that it was crucial not to let him know that they 
knew. The moment he knew that they knew, and knew that they knew that 
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he knew that they knew, then it was a sure bet that the hopelessly corrupted 
creature’s hammier instincts would take over, and he would dramatically 
reveal his true colours. Or lack thereof, as the case may be, for the 
solipsistic writer had been decidedly monochrome the last time they’d seen 
him, after he had effected a regeneration from next to nothing on 

Floor 899,167,435,042: an off-white skeleton in an off-black robe, his 
blazing orange eyes the only hint of colour. 


They had met him only briefly that first time, but after The Claus-Rosen 
Bridge and Abstract Tales, they felt they were getting to know him better, 
and the more they learned, the less they wanted anything to do with him, 
thank you very much. Perhaps the books agreed; perhaps they recognised 
him as a predator, a threat to their very nature. Perhaps that was why they 
were trying to warn the children about him, about the parasite in their 
midst; after all, Auteur had appeared twice in the bibliomantic readings thus 
far — the only common thread between any two stories. That was, unless 
you counted SIGNET, but you really shouldn’t, interesting as the human 
group might be. Professor She’hayle’s pick had either been random luck, or 
the books trying to teach him a lesson; either way, it was extremely unlikely 
to hold any deeper meaning. 


The temperature, at any rate, seemed to have plateaued at some point 
through the reading of the Abstract Tales, which was not ideal, but better 
than a continuous drop at any rate. Soon, food and water would become a 
concern, but Maritsa... did not want to think about that yet, so she took a 
short break, half-napping again in Callum’s embrace, and then returned to 
the grind under the watchful, expectant eyes of probably-Auteur, who was 
still taking every chance to hurry her along the process of magicking up 
some way out of the Reading Room. As if she wasn’t just as eager to get 
away from him as he was from her. 


Hah. Well, that was just like him, too. 


The light clicked back on, helpfully provided by Sister Claret, and she 
looked down at the title of the yellowed quarto she’d pulled from a high 
shelf, standing on her tip-toes. 


And she sighed with unutterable weariness. 
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THE TWO AUTEURS 


An “Auteur” story 
By Aristide Twain 


There was a flash of white light in the desert. A man — 
ae ae 


There was a flash of white light in the desert. 
ee 


There was — 
Kk OK 


“Dear Santa...” 


The child paused, and adjusted their haphazard crouch to the proper 
kneeling position for a divine supplication — knees together, back bent, one 
hand stretched out with the fingers posed like those of a scribe holding a 
quill. 

They looked up again, focusing on the middle statue in the altar. 

“Dear Santa,” the child tried again, “I hope this letter finds you well. 
I’m sorry I didn’t write it out, only I’m not very good at writing in the Holy 
Tongue, and Mama says you don’t like getting mail in Gendar, but I hope 
it’s okay because I learned the prayer special, the proper prayer in the Holy 
Tongue, with the tune and the words.” 


The candle’s light flickered, making the bearded man’s smile look 
indulgent, even welcoming. 
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Taking this as an invitation, the child straightened their back and 
brought their hands together in a dignified downward clasp. 


“Petit Papa Noél,” they began to recite — 
“Quand tu descendras du ciel, 
Avec des jouets par milliers, 


N’oublie pas mon petit soulier...” 


The prayer was a short one, suitable for a child. There were planets out 
there where it was no prayer at all, but a simple nursery rhyme; planets 
where Christmas was quite different, planets, in point of fact, where the 
people of France would have been surprised (if gratified) to hear what the 
Gendar made of their language. 


Still, it had taken a fair bit of effort to memorise the words and their 
exact pronunciation. It was an effort Covioll had undertaken by himself, 
without help from any of his parents or older siblings; not because they 
wouldn’t have helped, but because he felt keenly that the God might reward 
a personal effort. Auteur had always been an individualist; the name was a 
clue, really. 


There were three statuettes on the household altar to the founder-deity; 
three faces, three avatars, three incarnations. Not that Auteur was a triune 
god; there had been other faces, before, other lives, other identities. But 
these three were the ones the Gendar worshipped. 


First from the left was the woman, the twelfth of Auteur’s lives in all — 
the Goddess of Gendar — tall and resplendent in her white robes with red 
trimming. It was she who had come to this barren planet alongside Gideon 
and the Third One; she who had created the first of a new mortal race and 
populated the desert; she who had stayed among them for centuries until 
she grew restless and left again for the stars. 


If she was life, then the skeletal figure in ornate dark robes, whose 
likeness adorned the opposite side of the alcove, was her natural 
counterpart, a god of death and shadow. An outsider might have thought 
him to be a kind of devil, an eternal opponent to the mother-goddess, but 
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this, too, was Auteur, in a later, harsher form. This was the Faerie 
Godfather, the distant steward of Gendar’s destiny — who had never lived 
among them, but could, at one time, be conjured back to the City to grant 
boons to the people. 


Between them stood that face which had come after the one and before 
the other; aged, already, yet fatherly. The bringer of mirth, with his snow- 
white beard and his sack of tricks, who had returned to them from the 
frozen wastes and made a final addition to Gendar’s cultural make-up, one 
which had been met with widespread enthusiasm that had never faltered 
since. He was the thirteenth face of Auteur, the Father of Christmas — Papa 
Noél. 


Twelve, Thirteen, Fourteen. The Goddess, the Father and the Godfather. 
An unlikely triad. Twelve and Fourteen were more often invoked, but 
Thirteen had fans too; children, mainly. And this month of December was 
his time. 


“Please, Papa Noél,” Covioll continued, coming at last to the heart of 
the matter, “may I possibly get a bugle for Christmas, so Daddy Jeliv can 
teach me to play — and could you please make it that Mama Jecriss won’t 
have so much work on Christmas Eve, so she can have dinner with us this 
year —” 


The child’s requests were getting bolder. The candle’s glow grew 
brighter, as if acknowledging their daring; they raised their voice, feverish 
with excitement. This would work. Their wishes would be granted. Though 
too young to put that intuition into words, they could feel it, with every 
subtle sense that Gendarkind had inherited from its divine progenitors. 


4 


‘_ and — and — and I wish you could come back, Auteur. I wish 
you’d come back to Gendar. You — you wouldn’t have to stay,” they added, 
not wanting to offend by presuming. “But wouldn’t it be nice, if you could 
come for Christmas?” 


The candle grew brighter still for a moment — then abruptly snuffed 
itself out. 


KK 3K 


There was a flash of white light in the desert. No living thing witnessed 
it: this was hundreds and hundreds of miles from the City of the Gendar, 
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further than the Three Gods had bothered to embed any of the background 
fauna they’d designed. There were no clouds in the sky, either, yet a bolt of 
energy had struck the sand with a crash of thunder. 


When the light faded, a figure was lying on the ground. 
cece 


Somewhere very far away, a skeleton in smoky black robes stood on a 
lopsided hill, silhouetted against a huge, looming, greenish moon. 


Auteur had come to this place to reflect. There was an ache within his 
bones, a growing pain in his rotting chest which he could not name. It was a 
strange feeling, or un-feeling — an emptiness, a longing for something 
unknown or forgotten. He stood atop the hill and focused, trying to pin- 
point the precise nature and origins of the condition. 


He did that more and more of late, he realised as his thoughts took a 
predictable term for the meta — isolating himself for extended periods of 
time, losing himself in thought. It was as though something within him 
missed his days of imprisonment in the Shadow Spire. Confinement had 
been a dire torture, but he had produced some of his best work in those 
lonely years. It hadn’t been the same, lately. 


First there had been the post-bellum universe and its stubborn refusal to 
acknowledge his supremacy as Last of the Lightbringers; then the endless, 
yet-unsolved puzzle of finding his way back into said universe after being 
rudely ejected from it. To date, neither of these trifling frustrations had been 
resolved, and in both cases he had been running about in pursuit of material 
victory, neglecting old-fashioned paper and quill. Oh, he still wrote; hardly 
a day went by without him adding the beginnings of some new draft to the 
pages of his endless grimoire. But he finished nothing. It gnawed at him. 


Not that he had come to this particular reality with an eye to getting 
back into the swing of simple, old-fashioned literature. Self-awareness did 
not entail self-control. No, this was yet another scheme to try and hack his 
way back into the universe. 


Or it had been, anyway. It hadn’t worked. Nothing worked anymore. 


From his scenic vantage point, the ancient being surveyed the pumpkin 
patches, the quirky tombstones and the whimsically crooked houses. This 
particular bubble-universe was a conceptual space, a minor imaginarium, 
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coagulated from 20th century humanity’s cultural baggage regarding 
Halloween. He’d stumbled into it almost by chance, and learned — what 
bliss — that the king of this world had grown weary of his duties, and 
longed to retire. 


Auteur was nothing if not helpful. Quicker than you could say 
‘premature burial’, he’d retired him alright, and assumed King Lantern’s 
crown. There was, he’d sensed, a powerful ritual at work here, one which 
echoed across the Multiverse; the Halloween-king had been on the cusp 
of... something. Auteur had only to usurp that dramatic potential, and he’d 
be home free. 


That, anyway, had been the plan. But Halloween Night had come and 
gone with no noticeable paradigm shifts. He’d done his best; he’d really 
gotten into character, put his whole self into delivering the rawest, most 
enthusiastic Halloween parade a town full of monsters could want; as soon 
as the partying was done, he’d thrown himself with native abandon into 
beginning to plan next year’s festivities. 


And yet, nothing. The plot hook, whatever it was, had passed him by. 


He’d been making time ever since, as the days ticked their way down 
through November. Gothic Town was as good a place as any to skulk about 
until he landed on his next big idea. The dark red sky reminded him of 
home — well, one of them. Multiple, possibly. 


Not that home had involved being spied upon by lumbering patchwork- 
men hiding behind tombstones half as tall as their own necrotic frames. 


Oh joy. 


“Ugh! Again? Frankie! I see you!” Auteur shouted. “Get out of there, 
espece d’andouille rapiécée !” 


“S-sorry, Lantern,” said Frankenstein’s Monster, blushing bashfully. 


He wasn’t the original, of course — the tormented, arch-Romantic titan 
who had fought on Dracula’s side in the Cosmic War. This one had more of 
Mel Brooks than Mary Shelley about him. Big, square and green, with a 
hate crime against Boris Karloff in place of a face. 


And that wasn’t everything. 


“Hey,” the Monster continued. “Lantern... look... sad. Think... 
maybe... Lantern... and... Monster... go... drink... Town? Cheer... up?” 
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Auteur shot him a dirty look. He really had to get better at reading 
through the outlines before he took on these parts; he’d never signed up for 
this sort of sappy romance. At least now they were down to ordinary 
flirting; he would remember the saxophone serenade incident for as long as 
he endured, and the balcony affair was best consigned to the mists. 


“Get Jost, Frankie,” he growled, walking past the stricken giant as he 
hurried down the hill, and paying him no further mind. “J’ai d’autres chats 
a fouetter.” 


He walked on, steadily ignoring the heart-rending solo the green man 
had started to hum, accompanied by a backing orchestral soundtrack of 
exceedingly unclear provenance. A musical universe as well — what a 
dump. 


Lost in frustration, Auteur scarcely realised how far he’d walked until 
he reached a dead end. The winding dirt path he had followed all the way 
from the crooked hill had come, at last, to a stark and unexpected terminus. 
Not quite daring, somehow, to step beyond the end of the line, he looked 
around himself, and realised that he had found himself in a kind of forest or 
thicket. 


Briefly, his mood soared. The end of a path could only mean one thing: 
he had meandered his way back on track — this unassuming forest trail was 
plot-relevant, or rather, had been; and he had now reached the end of one 
sequence and the start of the next. He gave his stolen hollowed-out turnip a 
shake, making the ember within grow brighter, and endeavoured to get back 
into character. If he were Stingy Jack, and Stingy Jack were the Lantern 
King of Gothic Town, and ‘King Lantern’ found himself here, what would 
he do? 


But the hellfire-light emitted by the ancient lantern revealed the truth of 
this place. He cursed. He’d left it too long; the plot-relevant forest had 
rotted from the outside in. Mouldering stumps crumbled where the real 
King would have found healthy trunks. 


All — save one. It didn’t look like the others; it was a sketch, the idea 
of a tree, half-real and uncertain of itself. It had grown in a hurry. If the rest 
of this place was a film, this was a storyboard, at best, grainy like a leaked 
workprint of old. 
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But it called to him. He felt the ache in his chest grow in strength, 
pulling him towards the ethereal tree. This didn’t feel like the destiny of 
King Lantern; this was something else, something new, dragging him off- 
course. But who was he to complain? Inspiration came in many forms. 


He walked closer to the paper tree, and found that a rough, angular sigil 
had been carved into the pretend-bark. He knew it at once; he’d designed it, 
after all. It and the entire alphabet to which it belonged. As if there were 
any doubt, a visual cue was presented below the inscription — a stylised 
engraving depicting a pair of goggles and a lock of purple hair. 


Without thinking, he brought a hand to his chest. 
Of course. Home is where the heart is... 


But how? Only one way to find out. With a violent slash of his bony 
fingers, he tore an opening through the flat, paper silhouette. As he had 
expected, it was not the mouldering forest he saw on the other side of the 
rip, not at all. 


Wasting no time, the skeleton tossed the lantern through the hole, and, 
upon observing that it had not disintegrated, followed along after it. 
Moments later, the paper tree vanished, its purpose served. 

Frankenstein’s Monster emerged from his hiding spot behind one of the 
larger tree-stumps. 

“Oh... no...!...” he cried out; this time, every lumbering pause was 
agonised. “The... Lantern... King... has... vanished...!... Deserted... 
me... deserted... everybody! And... only... 310... days... until... next... 
Halloween! Oh... dear... oh... dear! I... must... warn... the... others!...” 

Having completed his thought, he turned on his humongous heel and 
began following the winding path back to the Town. 

eek ok 


A woman was lying in the sand. 


She was naked — but she sensed no eyes on her, so, at first, she didn’t 
care. Then she felt the heat of Gendar’s too-close sun on her back, that 
harsh sunlight from which the City was shielded by the shadow of the Great 
Statue, making life on Gendar possible. 
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She groaned, flopping over onto her back; that brought only a 
momentary reprieve before her front began to sizzle as well, and she swore. 
Ignoring the ache in her bones, she staggered to her feet and spoke a few, 
arcane words in an alien language. 


“Sous-vétements,” she commanded the world around her. “Chaussettes. 
Bottes. Tunique. Manteau. Echarpe. Chapeau.“ 


She waited a moment, and added: 

“Miroir.” 

She beheld her reflection, inspecting her outfit — then stared. 
Se 


The planet Gendar was a mystery. A riddle without an answer. A tale 
told by an idiot. 


Its people should not have existed. The science was unanimous. Nor did 
the powers of magic lay claim to them as relics of the old, impossible 
world; to all recorded methods of dimensional analysis, it was plain that the 
planet was wholly, solidly anchored. The Gendar were biological beings; 
their anatomy stood up to fine analysis, and made complete sense as the 
evolutionary outcome of the planet’s plentiful fossil record. 


Which was all very well, except that the prehistoric creatures 
represented in said fossil record had never existed. They couldn’t have. 
There was no water on Gendar; there never had been. It was the very model 
of a barren desert-world — except, that was, for the people, who swore up 
and down that they had always been here, and what did you mean, ‘couldn’t 
possibly support life’? What did that make them? 


For decades upon decades, the finest minds of the ever-growing Gendar 
Is Fake Trust had hammered in vain at the intractable task of uncovering 
whatever great trick had made it all possible. Equal to these circumstances, 
Gendarkind had leveraged the attention into a marketing tool, and climbed 
their way up the list of the Universe’s most popular tourist spots. Visit the 
impossible ruins! See the illogical fossils! Zaste the unreal food, sleep on 
the paradoxical beds! 


All a bit gimmicky, of course, when it had all started — but, the masses 
had gradually realised, it really was a wonderful place to spend a week-end. 
The ruins were quite nice, the sunsets were to die for, and above all else, the 


** EEE abQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


people were wonderful. If the Gendar had to be described in one word, and 
that word could not be “impossible”, then the runner-up would surely be 
“friendly”. Playful, cultured, friendly, they were among the most likeable 
species in the cosmos, and that had done more for their word-of-mouth — 
and consequently the flow of visitors — than a hundred ethereally beautiful 
ruins ever could have done on their own. 


Under the circumstances, one might be tempted to surmise that the odd 
cultural hodge-podge that was their popular culture was downstream of the 
constant influx of offworlders. No doubt that was the reason few of the 
tourists who had come here to spend the holiday season wondered why the 
Gendar had a concept of Christmas. And it was Christmas — not Life Day 
or the Festival of Giving or the Solstice, but Christmas, by that name, 
complete with evergreens and jolly bearded men. The Gendar had no 
concept of Christ and no interest in masses, but they sang about Holy 
Nights and Herald Angels. They had no snow, so they made sandmen. 


All of which, the Gendar would happily tell anyone who thought to ask, 
they had been doing for centuries before the first off-world tourists turned 
up. You could have filled an Olympic swimming pool with the tufts of hair 
torn off the crantums of eminent Gendar Is Fake trustees by their own 
shaking hands. 


It may, of course, have helped the sceptics to understand what was 
going on if they had been permitted entry into the higher levels of the 
Statue of Goddess. The mystery of Gendar was not so deep as all that if you 
had all the facts; it had remained unsolved because that was how the Gendar 
liked it, or, at any rate, because that was how Gendar’s Historic 
Preservation Society liked it. 


The Society was the closest thing Gendar had to a government, and it 
made sure the secrets of the Three Makers stayed secret, which meant 
restricting access to certain parts of the planet’s most iconic monuments to 
outsiders and the general public. None may enter in the Journaling Wing of 
the Babbling Bibliotheque, none may look upon Gideon’s Patio; and 
perhaps most important of all, none but a High Priest may look upon the 
Sacred Heart of the Statue of the Goddess. 


That was where Jecriss, High Priestess of Gendar, was headed tonight; 
for it was Christmas Eve. There would be no public mass; the rituals of 
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feasting and gift-giving were the whole of Christmas piety to even the most 
devout of Gendar. But there were rites that must be carried out in the secret 
chamber, if the planet was to keep its Makers’ favour. 


The short, purple-haired woman hurried through the sandy streets, 
checking her watch. She was perfectly on time, even accounting for the 
crowd she had to push her way through; so why did she feel that she was 
late for something? Deciding to stop herself from constantly checking the 
wristwatch, she kept her eyes locked on the looming shape of the statue of 
Auteur, until at last she made her way to the door in the mansion-sized left 
boot. From there, visitors could ascend all the way to the apex of her skull, 
and look down upon the City from a literal god’s-eye view. 


There was no service entrance; she came in with the tourists, absently 
listening to their excited, ignorant babble as she squeezed her way between 
them. At last, her golden robes and the sacred signs painted on her forehead 
caught the attention of a tour guide. 


The young man bowed slightly and, excusing himself from the party of 
tourists he had just begun to guide through the lower levels of the Statue, he 
placed a palm at an unmarked spot on the wall. An invisible door slid open, 
revealing an elevator; Jecriss hurried to join the guide inside it, glaring at a 
Martian tourist who had made to follow her into the shortcut. The door slid 
aside again, cutting off all sounds from the bustling tourist corridors, and 
the elevator began its ascent. There was no need for the pressing of buttons; 
there was only one place to go. 


She leaned against the wall for support as the ancient machine ground 
its way upwards with much creaking and groaning. At least the few 
minutes’ transit was a good opportunity to catch her breath and clear her 
head before she reached the Sacred Chamber. She was uncomfortably aware 
of the sweat on her brow, the disarray of her purple locks, the smudges on 
the lenses of the goggles — purely ceremonial — which hung around her 
neck. She looked at the tour guide — but the younger Gendar stood straight, 
face neutral. His whole heart, his whole being were in the honour of the 
task, small as his part in the ritual might be. 


And quite right too, for, she realised, this was his first year fulfilling the 
humble office of ferrying her up. Up until last year, it had been... hm. But 
she’d been so young. What could have happened? 
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“It’s nice to meet you, ah, young man,” she addressed the guide once 
her respiration was settled. 


“My honour, ma’am,” he said once he realised that she was expecting 
an answer. “My name is Aalvalvi.” 


She nodded appreciatively, then tilted her head a fraction. “Tell me, 
Aalvalvi, whatever happened to the girl who worked here before you? 
Maxiassa, wasn’t it?” 


He looked stricken, though he tried to hide it. 


“Oh, not that I expect you to do any worse than her!” she hurried to 
clarify. “It is only that I wasn’t notified — dear me, she was the one giving 
tours on the day that dreadful Arbiter of Knives came, did she —? No, that 
was more than a year ago, silly me...” 


“She disappeared,” Aalvalvi replied. “We... don’t know where. Ah, 
perhaps you may beseech the Goddess for answers?” he suggested. 


“It was the Godfather who granted revelations,’ she said, gently 
correcting his faulty theology. “And I have no wish to summon that aspect 
tonight. But thank you.” 


He smiled bashfully, blushing, and did not speak again until the door 
opened once more. 


The High Priestess stepped out into the Sacred Chamber as, behind her, 
the door vanished and the elevator descended. 


Even after all her years tending to the cult of the Goddess, the sight 
never failed to invoke a certain degree of earnest religious awe within her. 
The room was a circular cavity, carved into the stone chest of the towering 
Statue — precisely where her heart should have been, if she had been a 
normal, asymmetrical humanoid. Lit from sconces that ringed the walls, its 
ceiling was high and vaulted, and a single black chain hung from the apex 
of that vault. 


There it swayed, swinging back and forth like a pendulum with every 
pulse, every contraction. 


Auteur’s heart. 
The Heart of the Goddess. 
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A living link to the Deity, taken out of her own chest during the Making 
of the Gendar, and concealed within the Statue. She’d had a spare, she’d 
told the first High Priest; she may as well put it to use. It was a gift, a 
sacrifice to mark her covenant with the people she had brought up from the 
sand; but also a contingency, the assurance that she would survive even if 
the worst should befall her during her long journeys in the outer universe. 
Part of her power resided here, on Gendar itself — keeping alive the great 
magics which sustained its impossible existence. 


It could have been gruesome, but the Goddess of Gendar had not 
wished it to be so. All the sacred texts accorded to say that there had been 
no blood, no violence when she had placed it here. She had taken off her 
robes and then reached into her chest through the skin, as though it had not 
been there, and she had taken out that beating heart and hung it from the 
chain just as casually, just as cleanly as if she’d been changing a light-bulb. 


It had not died. Impossibly, miraculously, it had continued beating. In 
fact, freed from the rest of the Goddess’s anatomy, it had thrived like a 
potted plant replanted at last in true, fertile ground; it had grown, until it 
nearly filled the chamber, until it was nearly proportionate to the stone 
likeness that contained it. 


It had no mind of its own, no awareness that Jecriss knew; but it was 
alive, thrumming with power. 


She knelt before the Heart of Divinity, and began, by rote, to recite the 
Dedication. 


“And the Goddess looked upon the world that she had wrought,” she 
muttered, “and spake: Thanks to Gideon, to Virtuoso, and to my beta 
readers. This planet is dedicated to absent friends. Then did the Goddess 
pause, then spake again —” 


Jecriss herself stopped for a moment, taking a deep breath. The next bit, 
she knew, had to be spoken in one go, without further pauses. To do 
anything else would simply not be proper. 


“This planet is a work of fiction; any resemblance to persons living or 
dead, or events past or present, is purely coincidental. Any resemblance to 
other narratives or stories is purely coincidental, or done firmly within the 
bounds of parody or satire. Names, characters, locations, and events 
featured in this publication are either the product of the author's 
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imagination or used fictitiously. No portion of this planet may be 
reproduced or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without express 
written permission of the Goddess, the God, or Virtuoso.” 


Having reached the end of the tirade, she allowed herself another short 
break, then stood up again. She looked upon the heart again; its beating 
seemed to have gotten just a touch faster. Good, good. 


“And now,” she spoke in her own voice, “my Goddess, as locus of the 
faith of your people, I bring you their Christmas wishes — the hopes and 
dreams of the Gendar for the coming year. Through my humble self, may 
they touch your great heart.” 


Slowly, she touched the first two fingers of her left hand to her lips, 
then pressed their tips against the pulsating skin of the purplish heart. Used, 
now, to surviving outwith a body, it felt more like hardened leather than raw 
flesh; but it was warm. Alive. Almost tingling. 


The ritual was purely symbolic; she did not accumulate the wishes of 
her people in any base psychic sense, nor felt anything transfer when she 
touched the heart. The Goddess’s work was not so crude. But something 
had carried over in the act, as it had every year prior; she stepped back and 
watched as the beating of the heart quickened, and it seemed to grow two 
sizes, engorged by the experiences it had taken in. 


Auteur’s powers ran through the land; the Statue cast a long and 
bountiful shadow. Her essence was part of the very fabric of this world. Not 
every wish was granted; but some always were. Sometimes a child’s, 
sometimes a dying man’s; sometimes a beggar’s, sometimes a wealthy 
grouch’s. It all depended on what made a good story. 


It was in the deity’s hands, now — wherever they were now. Or in the 
hands of whatever non-sapient fragment of their consciousness suffused the 
planet; Jecriss wasn’t quite sure how it worked. She was a Priestess, not a 
historian. 


She was just happy that the ceremony had gone off without issue or 
derailment. Sometimes she stumbled over her words, and had to start over, 
as many times as it took. And that was the least of it. A number of times 
before, the High Priest had come in to find the heart plunged in unbeating 
lethargy, and had needed to coax it back to life before they could recite the 
Dedication and the Wish. Every time Auteur had died and returned. 
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But not this time. This time, there had been no complications, and she 
could come home early to her spouses and her children. She hoped Covioll 
wasn’t getting into any trouble; her youngest child had been quite upset to 
see her go right as the other grown-ups began setting things up for 
Christmas dinner, and upset children sometimes did reckless things. 


After giving the Heart one last look, she turned to go — 


— and found a robed figure leaning against the wall where the elevator 
door ought to be. They were wreathed in the same aura of power as the 
Heart itself, and they were grinning. 


“Joyeux Noel, kiddo,” said Auteur. “I’m home.” 
KK 


Now, let’s take it from the top. 

She’d been dying. 

That’s right; eat your heart out, Roland Barthes — Auteur had been 
dying. 

Auteur. Not a name she was supposed to know yet — she was ripping 
off her own future — but it suited her. You just couldn’t expect her to wait 
until she thought of it the right way around; that would have been beastly. 


She may as well have stayed home if she was going to deny herself to that 
extent. 


Home. She’d thought, perhaps, she’d return home. Oh, she was 
technically an outlaw — the Gendar Conspiracy alone was a Class Two 
offence, a death sentence waiting to happen — but that was nothing a few 
favours for the Mathematical Bureau couldn’t wipe from the books. The 
Addition was always in need of someone with her particular talents. A 
script-doctor, a fixer. Someone with the ability to paper over the cracks in 
the great cosmic fresco. Or perhaps she’d find a cushy little post as a House 
Historian; the promise of everlasting fame could cajole many scruples out 
of the average Patrician. 


Why home? Many pressing reasons. Curiosity was one. She still got 
postcards from old schoolmates — on her name-day, on Eldritch Night, or 
just when they happened to remember she existed. Mostly so they could 
brag about how amazingly well they were doing. ‘Season’s greetings from 
[Redacted]! Say, settled on a vocational name yet?’. ‘Hi there, [Redacted], 
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I’ve just started a family. Wanna join?’. ‘Did I mention I'm sole supplier of 
toys to all of Fairyland these days? Remind me, you have how many 
published works, now? P.S., Lulu.com doesn’t count.’ ‘Dear [Redacted], I 
murdered God last week, no biggie, how are you getting on? Little schemes 
working out alright? Hugs and kisses, M’. 


It was the old days all over again. She was, unquestionably, one of them 
— the broken ones, Time’s Bastards as they had once liked to dub 
themselves — but she’d never been “one of the guys”. Just a smidge too 
old, she’d missed it by a hair at the Academy, that year full of godshatter. 
She was one of them, yet... not. It was as though she didn’t really count, 
watching from the sidelines, staring down hallways. A foot in the door, 
poking her nose in, but never more than halfway out of the cold. That weird 
little girl, older than she looked, who dressed all wrong and was always 
scribbling. Perfidious, they had come to call her, and perhaps she had been, 
but whose fault was that? 


There were some of them, in truth, whom she’d gotten to know better in 
the years since the Fall than she had ever known them back when they all 
toiled and slept and learned in the same ancient halls. Amazing, really, how 
with a nearly infinite universe, their paltry band of failed gods kept 
bumping into one another. But even now, whatever bond she shared with 
the other renegades was wafer-thin, more rivalry than camaraderie. 


And they were all so... small. 


Even the Wonderful Toymaker, as he now called himself — that 
stubborn, eternal child. That boy was closest to her in some ways, and yet 
so far away; hiding himself outside reality, in enchanted valleys and 
celestial hollows, pretending he wasn’t an Archon. The first time they’d 
crossed path after the Fall, he’d started calling himself a fairy; the next, 
he’d been posing as a Great Old One. What was so wrong with being an 
elemental force? And what was next, she wondered? With the name he’d 
chosen, would he have the balls to impersonate Tarsa herself? Yet such a 
coward at heart; always begging people to stay and play with him, but too 
afraid to venture out and take what he desired. Pathetic, really. 


She had grander designs. She had deceived Mammoths, danced with the 
Firmament, fought in wars that hadn’t even happened yet. So no, Mortimus 
or ‘Monk the Sailor’ or whatever you called yourself now, she wasn’t 
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impressed about the Britons and the stone-circles; in half the time, she had 
built a Statue that could stand proudly next to any great monument of 
Archonkind. And yes, Alanir, you rats-for-brains, she actually could do 
better than “running your very own planet at age 600”; how about creating 
one? Had you tried that out for size? 


But why would she tell them? 


Why would she tell any of them about any of that? Their petty, grasping 
minds couldn’t appreciate her vision. They’d just do what readers always 
did — spoil everything, poke holes in her plot, damn her work with faint 
praise, miss the whole for the details. Only Gideon and Virtuoso had ever 
understood, a little — and even Gideon had disappointed in her in the end. 
Better to do what she’d always done. Stay on the sidelines, and watch, and 
grow, until one glorious day — 


— well, that was one reason. It had been a few epochs since she’d 
checked in on the old stomping grounds, and the bragging missives were 
often less than clear on the details. Had anyone gotten caught? Been exiled, 
imprisoned, perhaps executed? How was What’s-his-face’s little clique 
working out, anyway? And who even was the Supreme Being, now? 
Information. Curiosity. 


There was another reason. Creating bodies took considerable time and 
energy. A very particular, refined frequency of energy at that; and you could 
only get that energy from a select number of places in the Universe. 
Chiefly, the Wishing Well at the Centre of the Galaxy, the singularity at the 
heart of all Time and Space upon which her people had constructed the 
Cathedral of Time — in part to harvest its unique energies, and in part to 
cover up its existence. And Auteur was running low. Her last body had been 
her twelfth, and five minutes ago, a very angry human had rudely put a 
knife through its lung. 


So, she’d let that body fall away like dirty rags, and, summoning up the 
last of her juice, she’d begun to materialise a new one. Could be her last 
time doing this, if the Fates were against her, so better make it count; better 
make it spectacular. 


It was a very clever little ritual she’d worked out. No timeship, so she’d 
been looking for a way off that dreary asteroid resort. And so, in that same 
instant she triggered her renewal — bling. A final stroke on the canvas — 
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dipping the brush in her own blood, what else? — and she was off like 
lightning, slipping beneath the skin of reality like a clever little parasite-bug 
— changing, recorporating all the while — to emerge at her destination 
reformed, regenerated and really pleased with herself. No one but her would 
ever know she’d done it, but oh, what a trick. 


Well — good thing, really, about the lack of witnesses, because the plan 
had experienced a handful of teensy, tiny little hiccups. 


Hiccup number one — home she’d asked for, and home she was, but it 
seemed her subconscious hadn’t been as... precise as she’d have liked. She 
knew those sands, and knew that sky. There was a resemblance, but this 
wasn’t her childhood home, not at all. This was her other home, her home 
away from home. Well! Dear old Gimlet-Eyes had Merast, and Alanir had 
Helix; why shouldn’t she have this? Gendar. Not the worst place to 
recuperate. 


The other hiccup was more of a question. Actually, it was less of a 
question and more of a comment; and that comment was all of three words 
long. The first word was ‘What’; the second word was ‘the’; and the third 
word, unfit to be printed in polite company, was followed by an 
interrobang, a punctuation mark which Auteur treated with great caution, 
only trotting it out for very special occasions. 


The woman in Auteur’s reflection was the spitting image of the Statue 
which loomed over the Gendar City: a tall, white woman with an aquiline 
nose and red hair in a lulu cut. She knew that body very well. She’d been 
wearing it for centuries. It was accurate in every detail to what it had been 
before the hyperspace jump, save that her lung was intact, the skin 
unbroken — and somehow, her spare heart was back, beating in sync with 
the first. 


“Merde, merde, merde, shit, fuck!” she eructed, her temper boiling over, 
beyond this book’s ability to censor. 


A fist bloodied itself against the looking glass, shattering it. She looked 
down at the rivulets of red on her knuckles, tasting the pain as a curious 
child might test a new toy — then her gaze flickered, and the next moment, 
her hand was intact. The mirror shards were gone; in fact, the mirror had 
never existed. She was a Goddess here; decorum was paramount. 


But still. 
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Her last body unless she did something about it — and, somehow, 
some-fucking-how, she’d blown it on an exact duplicate of Number Twelve. 
There were people who did that sort of thing on purpose — old Gimlet- 
Eyes, for one — and even some who wished they had the knack, but didn’t. 
Auteur, though, was an artist, ever unsatisfied. Each of her bodies had been 
a stark departure from the last; she was a work in progress, constantly 
scrapping herself and starting over. Bodies, names, even pasts. Why, why 
had she tried to do the synchronised-teleport thing? She’d thought she’d 
been doing a good job of picturing what she wanted her next body to be, but 
clearly, her focus had wavered. 


She sighed. She was stuck with it now, she supposed. At least no one 
would ever need to know. She looked at the distant horizon, the endless sea 
of dunes separating her from her children’s City. A competent celestial 
being like her didn’t exactly risk dying of exposure in just a few hundred 
miles, but the walk might get very dull; or worse, she might run into Mrs 
Crumbshot. 


Well then. 
“Taxi, Sil vous plait,” she spoke, hailing thin air. 


A moment later, a gorgeous 1930s limousine pulled up from behind a 
dune, and she climbed in. 


“Excuse me,” said the driver, craning his neck as he attempted to get a 
good look at her, “but could you tell me what’s going on? I was just doing 
some late Christmas shopping — on foot I might add — and I just —” 


The Gendar looked in the rear-view mirror, and saw the red-haired 
woman smiling thinly at him. 


“__ oh, I see.” He hesitated. “Er, I do apologise, ma’am, but do you 
happen to know how to drive this thing?” 


“Oui,” she said, voice crisp, then waved a lazy hand in his direction. 
“But it doesn’t matter. Maintenant... you know as well. Spit-spot! I don’t 
have all day.” 


He gave a sharp nod and turned on the ignition. 
eae 


A phone was ringing. 
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Strange that an advanced civilisation of time-sensitives should still use 
landline phones; but then, 1t was strange that a species with no human 
ancestry and no concept of winter should celebrate Christmas. Auteur had 
thought the tangled little corkscrew-cords were funny. 


This particular line had been patched through to a small occasional 
table, located outdoors, as close to the huge, private swimming pool as 
health regulations would permit. No one was swimming in the pool now, 
except for a slowly-drowning, purple-striped wasp whose cries for help 
seemed to go unheard. The owner of the pool was, instead, reclining on a 
nearby sun-lounger. His mauve-tanned skin had long since dried, as had his 
long, curly purple hair, and even his purple bathing suit. The telephone 
receiver — shiny purple varnish, of course — was within his reach, right 
next to a half-empty wine decanter of the finest crystal, complete with 
crystal stopper; but he refused to pick up. 


Contrary to appearances, Virtuoso was not, himself, a Gendar. He had 
been born in another universe — not just another timeline, but an entirely 
alien dimension with its own gods and its own cosmogenesis. In fact, he 
had himself been one of those gods, a minor member of that techno- 
pantheon which called itself the First and Final Firmament. 


But he had been with the Gendar since the beginning; he had helped 
design them, lifetimes ago, and while the two prodigals had grown bored 
with their toys and wandered off, Virtuoso had remained. Godhood did not 
suit his natural timidity, so he had carved out a very different niche for 
himself, as the part-time chair of Gendar’s planetary government. The 
Historic Preservation Society — not just pretty words. Gendar’s timeline 
was a carefully-balanced collective hallucination, asserting itself as an 
addendum to the established historical order; it had to be watched, it had to 
be maintained, or the Archons’ idea of what the planet was supposed to be 
might reassert itself at any moment: a lifeless, irrelevant planet orbiting a 
lifeless, irrelevant star. That was Virtuoso’s job, as much as shepherding his 
children through the occasional societal crisis — and both of these left him 
plenty of free time, so long as he made himself easy to reach should a crisis 
occur on either front. 


It was for this reason that several senior government officials on the one 
hand, and the High Priestess of Gendar on the other, both had a direct line 
to him at all times. 
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It was for this reason that he now sat in the sun-lounger, cringing 
inwardly as he ignored the insistent ringing of the emergency line. Another 
well-earned break was coming to an end. The body he was currently 
wearing had never known conflict; he’d changed into it just under three 
months ago, a youthful, delicate body designed for enjoying oneself. This 
would be his first blood in this form, and he... didn’t feel prepared. So he 
let the seconds tick on, enjoying those few last moments of relative peace, 
even as the quickening of his heartbeat made itself impossible to ignore. 


Even so, he wouldn’t normally have indulged such a selfish urge — but 
this was the fourth call in ten minutes. Did he really need —? 


Well, yes. He had taken oaths. It did not take him long to reach that 
weary resolution and finally pluck the receiver from its resting place. 


“Hello, ‘V’,” said a familiar voice — and in English, at that. 


“Oh, it’s you,” he replied in the same language. “Er, Virtuoso here. New 
body.” 


“Yes, I know,” said Auteur. “Once in a while, try to think before you 
open your mouth. What are the odds I’d dial in a wrong number and reach 
you, of all people?” 


“Right, yes, fair point.” He straightened on his lounging chair. “Listen, 
just once, would it kill you to call ahead?” 


There was a pause at the other end of the line. Then Auteur replied. 


“What do you think I’m doing right now? ’'m on my way now. In a 
limo, if you please. Good, isn’t it? Onboard telephone, patched into the 
Gendar City network by the power of assertion —” 


“No no no,” he cut her off, “don’t you start. Not yet. Er — listen, I’d 
love to catch up, really I would. But you can’t just rock up and turn 
everything on its head — we all agreed, all three of us, co-authorship — 
you have to call me first. Gideon too. Do you have any idea how much 
paperwork I’m going to have to fill out, just to deal with all your little 
‘improvements’ to date? About which I have notes, if you don’t mind my 
saying.” 


“Improvements? Notes? What?” Auteur sounded... genuinely confused, 
which didn’t happen at all frequently. “What are you talking about?” 
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It was then that Virtuoso’s mind allowed itself to process a simple fact 
about the person on the other end of the phone call. The voice was that of a 
woman — the voice of the Goddess of Gendar, as it had been in the old 
days. Before the White Canvas, the War and everything that followed. 
Which was odd to begin with — timelines out of sync — but these things 
happened. The reports from earlier, though... Hadn’t they said — hadn’t 
they implied...?... 


Uh-oh. 


“Oh dear,” said the Firmament. “You really are calling ahead, aren’t 
you?” 

“Yes,” the Goddess of Gendar repeated. “Of course I am. I’m just 
beginning to see my Statue on the horizon, actually. In fact it’s — hang on. 
What have you done to it?” 
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“It’s not what I’ve done, or even what you’ve done,” said Virtuoso, 
crestfallen. “It’s what you’re going to do. Auteur, I’m terribly sorry, but 
you ve been in town for hours.” 


He heard the woman swallow. 
“When you say ‘me’...” she groaned. 


“I’m afraid so,” he said, snappish and apologetic all at once. “Listen, 
I’m in my villa right now, but Ill take my Foce — meet you at Society HQ 
as soon as you arrive, yeah? I’Il fill you in on what’s been... going on. I’m 
— I’m sure we can work this out.” 


Auteur hung up — which probably meant she intended to do what he’d 
suggested. She was simply saving herself the embarrassment of actually 
acquiescing to an instruction from him. That was how she rolled; like a 
dancer hearing an old tune, he slipped back into the groove with ease. He’d 
almost missed it. 


He dwelled on that thought for just a moment, then jumped to his feet, 
making good on his promise of haste. He gently plucked the round, crystal 
stopper from the decanter, and threw it in the air; before it hit the ground, it 
had expanded into a man-sized crystal sphere, whose door opened 
invitingly. 


Hello to you too, old friend. 
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He stepped in, the long-unused crystal floor cold under his bare feet — 
let’s think now, surely he’d left himself a change of clothes somewhere in 
there — and began to set the controls. 


Kk 3K 


There was chaos in the streets of the First City of Gendar. 


That wasn’t a euphemism. The Gendar, ever a gentle people, were not 
rioting or fighting amongst themselves; nor had any alien threat appeared, 
as such. There was simply a strange uproar as people ran to and fro and 
bumped into one another; all but a few land vehicles had ground to a halt, 
fearful of the pedestrian onslaught. Half the familial houses’ front doors 
were wide open as people ran in and out; the other had battened down their 
hatches, in some cases literally nailing their windows shut. 


Through it all strode an oddly calm woman. She was fall, and had a 
striking, atypical beauty, accented by her understated, yet pristine outfit; a 
beige robe going down to her knees, tied at the waist with a red sash — a 
brilliant white coat that flapped behind her, but with short sleeves that left 
her muscular arms bare — and red snake-skin boots matching the sash, 
which crunched against the snow. 


Snow that should not have been there. 


She looked up at aberrant clouds and frowned. Real snow was falling 
down on Gendar. Not the sand with which the children of the planet had 
always replicated the winter traditions of worlds with more changeable 
climates, building sandmen and sledding down the slopes of great dunes — 
actual flakes of frozen H20. 


Oh, but not normal ones. She caught one on a painted fingernail and 
prodded its atoms’ data sets. They had been edited, without a doubt; written 
into existence to start with, and then ordered to stay frozen until Christmas 
Day was past, even if they should be hurled directly into a furnace. The 
work of someone who insisted on the aesthetics of a Noél blanc and simply 
would not hear of the practicalities. She knew the mindset all too well, and 
quickened her pace. 


Far from the only problem, of course, even aside from the mass 
hysteria. The Statue which watched over the City had changed. From so 
close to the base, it was hard to make out the appearance of the figure who 
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now loomed over the people of Gendar, but in her humbled opinion, they 
didn’t hold a candle to her in the slightest; the robes were overdone and 
slightly ragged, and the face, difficult to see against the light as the sun 
passed behind the stone head, was twisted and gaunt, almost... cadaverous? 


She looked down again as the sun began to sting her eyes. In the 
shadow of that aberrant God, the Gendar had changed as well. Not into 
undead monstrosities, thank goodness — but that would have had a logic to 
it. Instead, this was just... strange. 


And there was something else, nagging at her. 


Changed or not, all the people she’d seen outside were still, 
unquestionably, Gendar. She could feel it — she’d made them, after all. 


Yet Gendar was a pleasure planet known across thousands of galaxies. 


So where were all the tourists? 
* Kk 


A marble, its smooth surface covered in iridescent patterns, appeared in 
mid-air in the centre of the Historic Preservation Society’s main meeting 
room. For a moment, it hovered there, unnoticed — then it expanded like an 
inflated balloon, until it was taller than a man and its bottom nearly scraped 
against the marble floor. A second later, a waifishly attractive man with big, 
curly hair, wearing a fetching striped bathing suit and a pair of goggles, 
stepped out of it — and yelped in surprise. 


Heads turned, and Virtuoso, Co-Creator of the Gendar, looked upon the 
startled faces of his team, his skeleton crew — five or six Gendar he trusted 
to lead the planet in his absence, including the current de jure elected head 
of the Society, who’d made the first phone call. Their feverish expressions, 
and the empty containers of the Gendar’s favoured coffee-like drink that 
were piling up on the desk, did little to soothe his anxiety about what 
exactly was going on here, but there were even more pressing matters to 
attend to. 


“Sir!” the elected leader began to babble. “Thank the Gods you’re here! 
We’ve been —” 


“Turn the heating up!” he interrupted, as he felt his jaw begin to vibrate 
reflexively. “For mercy’s sake, turn the heating up!” 
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“We don’t have heating in this building! Why would we?!” said another 
official. 


“Because it’s snowing outside and this place is freezing!” he 
complained. “Urgh!” 


Not for the first time, he wished he had the same fine control Auteur 
enjoyed over the reality lattices of Gendar. But he was not an Archon, and 
even then, few of this dimension’s Elementals had the bottomless well of 
self-confidence which allowed Auteur to manipulate the data sets around 
her with such startling facility. 


Still, a Firmament of Music had a few tricks as well. Bringing two 
fingers to their lips, they whistled a quick, frenzied tune — 


— and watched with the pride of a job well done as a pile of papers on 
the handsome marble desk caught fire, warming his hands near the flame 
with a sigh of satisfaction. 


“Nooo!” the elected leader moaned at the sight. “I’d just signed those! 
In triplicate!” 


“Your fault for never installing a heating system,” said Virtuoso. 
“Besides, those would have been void anyhow. As of right now, I’m back in 
the driver’s seat again. Unless you object?” 


“N-no, of course not, sir!” the former elected leader agreed, soon joined 
by babbles of agreement from the other officials. 


“Right then. Who’s the most useless person here?” His eyes cast around 
and landed on a short, stocky Gendar with a thick walrus moustache. “You. 
I don’t know you. You'll do.” 


““What’s the — I’m the Minister for Media!” 


“Exactly,” he snapped. “Do you think national television can help us 
now? If Auteur’s gone rogue, no media in this city are safe. No media on 
this planet! Now go get me some decent, warm clothes.” 


“But = 


Virtuoso made an undignified noise, reminiscent of a tiger cub’s first, 
confused attempt at a roar, and lunged halfway at the walrus-like man. 


“Rirrgh! Do it!” 


With a silent nod, Gendar’s Minister for Media excused himself. 
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Virtuoso turned back towards the other councillors. “Now. What have 
we got?” 


“Well — the Statue’s changed,” said one Gendar. “We don’t know why, 
it just did. It vanished one second, deleted — the heart was still floating up 
there, pumping — and then it reappeared... like that. As a Statue of the 
Godfather.” 


“And right after that,’ another added, wringing her hands together, 
“things started... changing.” 


“All the off-worlders disappeared,” said an old Gendar enby wearing a 
silver-rimmed pince-nez, whom he recognised as the Minister for 
Demographics. They’d barely been middle-aged when he’d last run the 
Society; how time passed. “Gone, just like that. Not just the tourists, 
immigrants as well. And descendants. Anyone who wasn’t one hundred 
percent Gendar — we were worried you might be gone until you answered 
your phone!” 


Virtuoso brought a hand to his forehead. “Nononono — Auteur, what 
have you done?!” 


“And then, that was whenthings got... weird.” 
ok ok 


They’d changed. Everything had changed. 


Covioll looked at their reflection in the mirror of Mummy Ada’s 
bedroom. Gendar lived in big family houses; Covioll’s biological parents, 
yes — Jecriss and Ostyia — but also Belviassa, and Tarevol, and Jeliv — a 
polycule of five, in whole, plus grandparents and siblings and a few people 
whose place on the tree was considerably obscure but whose presence was 
never questioned. 


It was unusual, then, for the house to be empty. Yet Tarevol and 
Belviassa and Grandmammy Ra’ka’kak’a’ta and several other people had 
vanished, and the other grown-ups had begun to change, so they’d panicked 
and run out onto the street to shout for help or explanations — and in all 
this, Covioll sitting around in Ada’s bedroom, trying to fix up their hair in 
time for Mummy Jecriss’s return, had been lost in the shuffle. 


They were still there, looking. They hadn’t fe/t themself changed — it 
hadn’t hurt, it still didn’t. Yet they’d... changed. 


** EEE abQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


Their hair was green now, instead of the typical Gendar purple. Their 
eyes had changed, too — now their eyes had square pupils, like an Earth 
goat’s. Little antlers like a baby reindeer’s were poking out of their skull. 


And they had a bugle. It had just appeared — maybe slightly before 
everything else, when the candle had gone out — loosely hanging from a 
strap around their neck. It was shiny and gold, and made a lovely tooting 
sound; it was everything they’d wished for. But... 


Covioll just stared, torn between curiosity and fear as they wondered 
whether they dared to poke at the antlers — or look at the rest of themself. 
They were still wearing their loose pyjamas, as they typically did at home, 
and they covered all but their hands and head; what if there had been other 
changes? What if they had fur, polka-dots, a tail? Maybe cool. Certainly 
scary. And completely inexplicable. 


They were just about to dare to slightly roll up the hems of the baggy 
sleeves when they heard the door open. Jecriss! The child ran to her with a 
cry of “Mummy!” and hugged her legs — never mind that she was now 
bright pink, her hair a toxic yellow with a snow-white tartan pattern which 
stayed impossibly upright, no matter how the long locks shifted or from 
what angle you were looking at the frightened woman. 


For she looked frightened. No — shaken to the core. Only after a solid 
twenty seconds of squeezing their mother’s robed legs did the child step 
back, and take in the sight of the man who had walked in after her... if you 
could call him a man. 


“Alright, /a prétresse,” said a harsh, scratchy voice. “We’ve got your 
precious spawn. Can we go now? We’re running behind schedule! I can’t 
wait to see the look on Virtuoso’s stupid face...” 


ee 
“Hah! Believe me, I couldn’t wait to see the look on your stupid 
face...” 


Virtuoso stared, with the remaining councillors huddled behind him. 
The big fur coat and gigantic knitted hat which the Minister had found for 
him gave people a little more bulk to hide behind than usual. 


It was Auteur alright — the Auteur he’d spoken too on the phone. The 
twelfth. The woman. The wonderful, arrogant, petty woman he’d met so 
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long ago, when he was just starting out; the one he’d damn well fallen in 
love with. Not the love of wedding bells or bedcovers, not even the bond of 
gods coming together at the conceptual level to form dyads and triads and 
pantheons; simply an adoration, an admiration which knew no bounds. She 
and Gideon had been everything he wished he could be, and he would 
throw it all away to learn from them. 


And he had. 


And he hadn’t regretted it once. Good riddance to his dead-end career 
about the Firmament; if he pined for anything, it was those good old days 
when they were all rocking around this Universe together. Before even 
Gendar before she had found out all that stuff about her future, 
“spoilers” as she called them. Before she’d become Auteur. Back when the 
three of them had been... equals. 


Friends. 
“But how...” 


“*.,.did I get in here?” The Goddess smirked, seemingly unaware of the 
urgency of the situation. Well, that was her all over. “I said Clef, that’s all. 
The deep magic still listens to me. It always liked its mummy best.” 


“And that worked, did it?” 


“Well, no. It gave me a random dud of a key, didn’t even fit the 
keyhole. So I asked for Ja bonne clef.” 


“The right key,” he translated. “And that worked.” 


“No, actually, it gave me the key to my personal lockbox, the one I lost 
fifteen years before I ever met you. So I said Bazooka. That worked.” 


Virtuoso tapped his temple with a finger. “I see. And did you perhaps 
think to check whether the City Hall’s doors were, in fact, locked?” 


Auteur blinked. “...Oh. Oh dear. Were they?” 


Virtuoso stared up at her with an aggravated look — then let out a 
single squeal of laughter. “Hah! This time I gotcha. Yeah, no, of course they 
were. Have you seen what’s going on out there?” 


“T have,” she said, “and it’s nothing to do with me. Something’s going 
on here that I don’t understand. And I promise you, old friend, it’s nothing 
to do with me.” 
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Virtuoso believed her. He didn’t know why he did — even at her best, 
she had always been a compulsive liar. According to Gideon, her classmates 
at God School, or whatever it was called, had nicknamed her “the 
Perfidious One”, and the epithet had stuck with her from life to life until 
she’d finally bailed on their whole planet. But he believed her. 


“T know it isn’t,” he began, motioning for her to come further in — 
— when an odd, scratchy voice cut in. 


“But it is.” 
ek ok 


She stared. 
He was... horrible. 


He’d just appeared — not come in through the door or any other visible 
way, just manifested there with the High Priestess to his right and a child to 
his left. Not even a door. That took some real power — and some real 
recklessness. As if he could afford that now. 


He was him, of that there could be no doubt, and she had a pretty good 
idea how she’d ended up like him... or would end up... might end up. 
Powers, let it be might, let him be a possible future who might yet be 
averted! She dreaded to think that her fashion sense would ever get dire 
enough to look at that ashy black rag and call it a robe, let alone wear it in 
public. 


And the body was pretty bad too, of course. What was left of it. Damn. 
She’d thought she’d go back to the Cathedral, curry favour for a bit, and get 
more lives... She’d been disowned by her old House, of course, but she 
might join a new family. Just over a year ago, a year as her people reckoned 
time, she’d had word that one of the old gang had founded a new one, a 
new House. Perhaps he might be amenable, she’d mused. 


Apparently not. On the bright side, whatever fluke had healed her on 
the way here hadn’t apparently burnt up her last dose of regenerative 
potential, as she had thought it must have done; that bag of bones wasn’t 
her skeleton, the proportions were all wrong. She was still the twelfth, then; 
that was a relief. But what cold comfort. Aside from would-be rebels trying 
to make a fashion statement, there was only one reason a being like her 
might end up as a shuffling corpse, a yellowing skeleton with living 
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eyeballs staring out of long-dead sockets — they had to be out of life-force, 
unable to manifest a new body, and intent on wearing the old one literally to 
the bone rather than give up the ghost. 


She’d never thought she’d sink so low. 


She pulled herself up, the picture of dignity, and stared imperiously at 
the dreadful spectre. 


“If you’re here to steal my remaining lives for yourself, vieillard,” she 
said by way of greeting, “you’re coming in a bit late. I’ve only got one 
left... I think. Possibly none at all.” 


At that the lich just tilted his head to one side like a bemused owl. 

“Eh? What? Hein ?” 

“Oh, is that not what you’re doing in my time-zone? Either way, I don’t 
appreciate the intrusion. And I’m sure Virtuoso here agrees with me.” 


A small part of her felt bad at already putting words in Virtuoso’s 
mouth, when she’d hardly even said hello — not even commented on his 
new body, which was really quite nice — but oh, the boy could take it, 
surely. She turned to him for confirmation, giving him the chance to say his 
piece if he wished. 


At that, the renegade Firmament nodded, but then seemed to shrink into 
himself, biting his lip. 

““’..What?” 

“Well, how do I put this,” he said. “It’s not that I want him here, you 
understand, more than I want you. No. But there’s one teeny-tiny problem.” 

“Being?” 

“This isn’t your time-zone, petite scur,” said the skeletal Auteur, 


grinning with amusement. “It’s mine. You’ve missed a whole Cosmic War 
— which I won, by the way. Thank you very much.” 


“TI know about the War,” she said. “I almost erased it... as you no doubt 
recall.” 


“Aye, but you weren’t tackling the problem the right way around,” he 
chuckled. “The Mammoths weren’t the problem. Le probleme, c’était nous. 
So that’s what I had to do to stuff the genie back into the bottle — use the 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


Greater Key to do a master delete on the reality spectrum. 
DeleteSel(ArchonOfTime). Poof, gone.” 


The Goddess of Gendar sucked in a breath and turned towards Virtuoso. 
“Ts this true?” 


“As far as I know, yes,” he cringed. “Well, that it happened, not that he 
did it.” 

“Mais bien sur que si ! Bien sur que c’était moi ’’ Auteur shouted, with 
the petulance of a tantruming child. “Who else would it be? And I’m 
warning you, the first person who says ‘Who indeed’ and waggles their 
eyebrows is getting a knife through the face.” 


Virtuoso ignored him, and continued his explanation, looking at the 
Goddess with apologetic eyes. 


“Oh, there were survivors — even a bottled Homeworld or two, for a 
while, but —” 


{?? 


then 


“But either way, you’re way, way out, sister!” Auteur laughed 
his blazing, orange eyes refocused. “And yet... C’est a ce demander...” 


Without warning he hopped across the room — he was /ight on his feet, 
as only a man with literally no flesh on his bones could be — and poked her 
stomach through the fabric of her summoned robes, right above her navel. 


Nothing happened. 


“No limitation effect,” he observed. “Pas méme un frisson. | wondet... 
ho-ho.” 


“Ho-ho what?” she snapped. 


He was laughing now, throwing his head back. “Oh, that old Spire! Of 
course! A faith corridor — and you know what they say. When the 
coherency’s broken, then anything can happen. And when anything can 
happen then anything can get in. Heh, heh, heh. Shall we call you a leak?” 


“What are you talking about?” 
“Me,” said a child’s voice. 


The Gendar child with the green hair and the antlers was walking 
forwards, despite the High Priestess’s wordless attempts to hold them back. 
(The Priestess herself seemed to be in something of a state of shock, which 
was probably fair enough.) 
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“Go on, ma petite ancre a deux patte,” the skeleton cooed with 
sickening faux sweetness, encouraging him to get closer. “Tell the lady.” 


“I — J made a wish, you see,” the child explained, contrite, yet vaguely 
proud of their central role in events at the same time. Who wouldn’t be at 
that age? “A wish upon Auteur’s altar in our family home — a-at the right 
same moment Mummy Jecriss was doing the ritual of wishes at the Statue. 
And because she’s my mother, I mean because we have the same blood, it 
was like, you know, the ritual magic kicked in for both of us. It’s like I was 
the /ocus,” — they put particular emphasis on the technical term, “— of all 
the Gendar’s Christmas faith, too. And my wish... my wish was for Auteur 
to come back.” 


“Et me voila,” said the skeleton, striking a pose. “But here you are, too. 
A memory. A splinter. You’re not my past... You’re just an old proof-copy, 
bifurcated into reality when you should have been erased. Pour étre 
honnéte, je n suis pas fan. I'd rather you’d just turned into me and we’d 
called it a day. But I suppose one has to keep up with the times, eh? Might 
even say I’m on the pulse, which I’m sure you’ll agree is quite a feat for a 
man without a vascular system.” 


“T have no idea what you’re talking about,” the Goddess said through 
clenched teeth, “and I don’t care. What have you been doing to the 
Gendar?” 


“Mh? Just some minor copyediting,” he replied, turning away from her 
to consider his fingernails with considerable attention. “Rien de grave.” 


“What the — you deleted all our tourists!” Virtuoso stepped up, an 
accusing glare on his face. “And half the population —” 


“You,” the male Auteur said, eyes focusing on Virtuoso for just a 
moment. “...I can’t say I missed you. Goddess, what say we take this —” 
Le. 


““__ outside?” 


She looked round, disoriented. She’d felt nothing. Not the squeeze of 
teleportation, not the dull ache of disintegration and reintegration, certainly 
not the exhilaration an Archon’s very blood underwent at even the mildest 
form of true space-time-travel. One moment she had been in Virtuoso’s 
office; now here she was on the steps in front of the City Hall, just where 
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she’d left the summoned bazooka. Which someone had removed from the 
scene, she noticed; probably a good thing under the circumstances. 


Jecriss had been pulled along — Covioll as well — but no one else. Not 
Virtuoso. 


“How do you do this?” she demanded. 


“The power of scene transitions, ma chére,” he chortled. “Surely you 
understand that.” 


He stuck out a black, oddly tapered tongue, and a snowflake landed on 
top of it. 


“Heh. Loo’ a’ tha’,” he laughed as he balanced it, unmelting, on the tip 
of that pointed tongue, before retracting it and then spitting it away. “What 
a whimsical winter wonderland. I added some Goblins too, by the way, 
always felt the cave system was missing a little something... Russell has 
the right idea, every Christmas should have Goblins. Pssh. And you say you 
don’t like my edits? What would Christmas be without snow?” 


“That’s an insular point of view,” she replied, terse. 
“It’s the power of symbols.” 


“I mean it! It’s worse than planetary — even Earth has a southern 
hemisphere, you cad. I know you — we — must be dealing with... a lot, 
given the body situation, but really, have you lost a// notion of good taste? 
What,” she asked again, “are you doing to the Gendar?” 


He shrugged with a falsely casual grin, sadism dripping out like spittle 
as his half-lidded eyes darted round to observe the warped, mutated people 
scrambling about. This was the central forum of the First City; a crowd had 
already been gathering before, to try and get into the City Hall and demand 
help or answers from the Historic Preservation Society’s board. With two of 
the Gods bickering on the steps, a real audience was building up, now, 
though not daring to get too close. 


“T hadn’t come round in a while,” Auteur explained. “Been trapped 
outside the Universe, you see, since, oh, a short while after the War. And 
you know how it is coming back to an wuvre de jeunesse... You start to 
think about everything you did wrong. Et puis d’abord, all sorts of outside 
influences were messing things up while the cat was away....” 
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“What, the off-worlders? The hybrids? Of course there were hybrids! 
We made it a tourist spot, did you expect the Gendar never to interbreed 
with the literal millions of people from across the Universe pouring in and 
out of the space-port? Powers, I know you didnt, because J didn’t. I 
remember it. Oh, I was ambivalent, I did like the idea of a self-contained 
bottle, but Virtuoso and Gideon talked us out of it...” 


“Gideon, Gideon, Gideon!” the other Auteur snapped. “Enough about 
Gideon! I mean, Look at these people,” he said, snapping his fingers and 
letting them become the purple-haired humanoids of yore — just for a 
second, not even long enough for them to cry out their thanks, and then all 
the absurd gimmicks returned. “They could have been costumed actors in a 
cheap human TV show. If we’re designing aliens, why not go a little wild 
with it? And purple! Why purple? Why purple and goggles, were we trying 
to appeal to the Jenny-Everywhere-and-Laura-Drake honeymoon market, or 
what?!” 


“Urgh! I don’t have time for this! J challenge you to a wrestling 
match!” 


The Goddess hadn’t shouted, as such, but her words still brought a hush 
down onto the forum. Her counterpart froze, hesitated for a moment — then 
brought his fingers together in the traditional hand-clasp of an Archon at 
full, resting power. A wordless boast. His blazing eyes narrowed, but 
refused to blink. 


“Hah! Voila autre chose,” he spat at last. “Very well, little draft. If that 
is how you choose to die, I accept your challenge. Positions!” 


Like two big-cats circling each other, the two Auteurs began to pace 
slowly around one another; the crowd of tourists and Gendar did not need to 
be told what to do, stepping back to give them an even wider berth than 
before. It did not take long for the pair to become satisfied with their 
positions; they had put just six feet between one another, and faced each 
other like duelists. The woman had clasped her hands in a perfect mirror of 
the man. 


Still hiding behind the stone pillar, Jecriss realised she had become 
stranded away from the bulk of the crowd, and made to rejoin it — but the 
Goddess stopped her with an imperious click of her tongue. She slowly 
turned round to face her deity. 
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“Priestess! You — referee!”’ 


She began nodding out of instinct, then felt Covioll tugging at her 
robes, and motioned for the child to stop hiding behind her, showing them 
off to the Goddess. According to the Sacred Texts, she was not always 
unkind. She had been a parent, once. Perhaps more than once, in fact. 


“Y-your holiness,” she pleaded, looking up at the red-haired woman. 
“My child —” 


“_ can watch from next to you,” the skeleton interrupted. “Interesting 
life experience, 1 ’est-ce pas ?” 


He was grinning with even more ferocity than his default cadaverous 
leer, shadow-lips peeled all the way back to expose teeth that were stained 
with blots of black ink. She found no hint of kindness in those fiery eyes. 


She nodded obediently, pulling Covioll closer as she placed herself on 
the steps of the City Hall, at a few steps’ remove from the midway point 
between the combatants-to-be. 


“The challenge is proper and witnessed,” she intoned. “You may —” 
She hesitated as she felt Covioll tugging at her robe. 

“Mommy?” asked the child. 

“*’.. Yes?” she whispered back, unmoving but glancing downwards. 


“Skeletons don’t weigh very much, do they?” Covioll said. “How could 
the skull-man — I mean, he’s so much smaller — not that I want him to 
win, but it’s not fair, is it?” 


She thought for a moment, and answered: “It’s fair if they both agree 
it’s fair, treasure. And besides —” 


“__ we won’t be wrestling with our bodies, kid,” said the male Auteur. 


“Bodies are boring,” his female counterpart agreed. ““We’ve had loads 
of them.” 


“Lightbringers wrestle with their spirits,” Jecriss explained. 
The child’s eyes widened. 
“Woah,” they said. “Mind-bending.” 


They’d heard the adjective in a cartoon recently, and were delighted to 
have a reason to use it. 
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“T like that,” said the skeleton, grinning. “That might catch on.” 
“That’s enough procrastination,” the Goddess declared. “Let’s do this.” 
There was an almost imperceptible nod from her opponent. 


It began. 
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The problem with a telepathic battle was that it made for fairly boring 
spectacle. Back on the Morning Star, it was traditional for wrestlers to wire 
themselves to a mental visualisation apparatus, albeit crude; it was not 
always enough to appreciate the subtleties of play, but at least it would help 
to keep score. 


No need of that here, of course. This was no time for games. The 
Auteurs had every intention of duelling to the death; the winner and loser 
would be quite obvious. Until then, however, the crowd had to content 
themselves with the sight of the man and woman standing there, still as 
statues, eyes boring into one another. Even Jecriss, High Priestess Jecriss, 
now apparently Referee Jecriss — had no way to tell what was happening, 
nothing on the basis of which to referee. She could, she supposed, object if 
either of the Auteurs tried to cheat by physically attacking the other while 
they were still lost in the trance; but would even the skeleton resort to such 
pathetic ploys? 


She, too, stood in place, clutching Covioll’s hand in her own — 


— and watched. 
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The world seemed to melt away, and each Auteurs found themself 
standing on the peak of a mountain of their ego — a rocky outcrop jutting 
up from a dark sea, waves of oblivion lashing against the stony bases. 
Thunderous clouds broiled above them. All of this was terribly Romantic, 
bordering on the Wagnerian; all vaguely symbolic; but ultimately 
meaningless — a fantasy, a convenient backdrop dreamt up in the hal- 
second of the duel’s ignition by the overlap between their minds. 


The Goddess of Gendar stared at the wretched creature with silent 
resolve, allowing him the first move. After all, he was the challenged party. 
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He, of course, showed no such restraint, and crowed an insult from 
across the chasm. 


“Jeune idiote! You were a fool to challenge me! You know how the 
game is played, n ’est-ce pas? So how do you hope to win? Hein?” 


Because, she thought to herself but did not broadcast, you are the worst 
of me, which is to say, the sort of person who squanders his first move on 
pointless taunts. 


Instead of telling him as much, she seized her chance and hurled her 
first attack at her would-be future. If he was the next one along, the ruin of 
her thirteenth self, then one good blow to strip him of that face would leave 
them equal, rob her opponent of his starting advantage; from there it would 
be a pure game of skill, and she had every reason to hope she could best a 
disorderly madman if it was a question of skill. 


For that was the essence of this game; each Archon would attempt to to 
peel back the layers of the other’s identity, the faces and personas they had 
worn. In a friendly bout, the loser would admit defeat upon being wound all 
the way back to their earliest form; to make it lethal was a simple matter of 
pushing further, and obliterating the final face standing. 


A game of identity, at heart, and for that reason, one whose rules did not 
permit any other transformation within the mindscape. Each combatant 
could freely warp the environment around them, but not their own form; 
that would have been cheating of a most egregious kind. It also implied, to 
a greater or lesser extent, that each player’s attacks ought to be an 
expression of their very selfhood. 


In a bout against another Archon altogether, then, the Goddess might 
have fought with quill and paper directly, but that was useless against the 
other Auteur, who was as much a writer as she; instead she called upon her 
own history. In that instant she made her move, she raised a hand 
imperiously, and willed it to once again be clad in the gauntlet she had 
stolen from the Morning Star’s armouries, so long ago — that ancient 
weapon which reduced its victims into works of lifeless fiction. 


As expected, the other Auteur, still laughing at his own trite insults, was 
too late to dodge the beam of paper-white energy. The black-robed skeleton 
was knocked off the dark mountaintop, bony fingers reaching for purchase 
and finding none as he fell, fell, fell down into the inky waters of the 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


pretend-sea; before he crashed into those waves, he had been reduced to 
nothing more than a cheap paperback, which sank at once and disappeared. 
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In the plaza, the skeleton did not move, as such — but he buckled, and 
groaned faintly. Opposite him, the red-haired woman’s intent look seemed 
to shift, ever so slightly, into a smirk. 
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Now the game was truly begun. Riposte might be imminent; the 
Goddess looked back at the mountain’s peak, expecting to see her own 
double, the Thirteenth’s memory of the Twelfth. She knew just how she 
would defeat herself, too. Reaching into her pocket, she felt her hand close 
around the handle of the very dagger which she remembered killing her, 
mere hours ago. She had survived it, could survive it; her “real” self could 
not without regenerating, a path now closed off with the thirteenth body 
revoked. A fitting end, and an advantage for her. 


Settled on her course of action, the Goddess took advantage of the 
other’s Auteur momentary distraction as they reformed to change the 
mindscape. For this next move, she summoned a memory — an art-room on 
an asteroid resort, scattered bodies and art supplies strewn about the floor, a 
half-finished canvas before her — a touch less cinematic, but so much 
realer. And close quarters, the better to leap and stab at her double — 


— who failed to appear. The haze surrounding the silhouette of her 
opponent cleared, and revealed... the skeleton once more. The same mad 
eyes, the same sadistic grin showing the same blackened teeth. His robe 
was purple instead of black; that was the whole of his transformation. 
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“You're cheating!” 


The outraged shout of protest from the Goddess was so potent within 
the mindscape that it escaped her real lips on Gendar, a barked accusation 
and an appeal to the referee. 


Without hesitation, Jecriss rushed over, leaving Covioll to stand in her 
place on the city-hall steps. She looked at the Goddess, face still strained 
with the effort of keeping up the telepathic bond — then back at the 
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skeleton, who seemed likewise to still be elsewhere. She had stepped 
directly across the line of sight between the two combatants, but, of course, 
that they stared into one another’s eye was merely traditional pageantry, not 
actually necessary to maintain their connection. She wondered if they could 
even see her — 


— then the skeleton’s eyes focused directly on her person, and she 
knew that they did. 


“T’m not!” he shouted. “Nom de nom, you know I’m not, you’re the 
Priestess, you can feel it! You can feel I’m telling the truth! Stay out of 
this!” 
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“But you can’t be,” the Goddess protested within the mindscape. “I 
defeated that body, you can’t just bring it back —” 


“And I haven’t,” said the other Auteur. “No indeed. Jamais de la vie. 
He’s a goner, I accept that! But now, o Goddess, shall you deal with me.” 


He snickered, then performed a clumsy little twirl, showing off his 
purple robe — and knocking over the easel, which clattered to the blood- 
stained floor. 


Stomping over to him, she grabbed him by the collar of the monk-like 
habit, pulling him close. He stank of ink and rotten meat. 
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“Are you seriously telling me,” she growled, “that you are not our 


thirteenth incarnation?” 


“That would seem to be the implication, ma vieille,’ said the older 
Auteur, making no effort to wrench himself free of her grip. 


“And, what, we have two cadaverous bodies in a row?” she demanded. 
“Thirteen a skeleton, Fourteen a skeleton?” 

“Et pourquoi pas? You died a woman and came back a woman,” he 
retorted, shrugging, still grinning in that devil-may-care way. “Your count is 
off, by the way.” 

“It’s what?” 

She dropped him; he clattered to the floor like the bag of bones he was, 
with a faint squelching sound as the remaining organs within his ribcage all 
pressed into each other, but picked himself up with no obvious discomfort 
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as he explained. One of his hands had popped off its joint in the crash; he 
picked it up with his remaining limb. 

“Our distinguished homme en noir just now,” he said as he screwed it 
back on. “was... oh, I hate to use numbers, because we didn’t call ourselves 
Auteur until we were you, so even calling you ‘the Twelfth Auteur’ would 
be a bit of a misnomer... If we have to have names, maybe we could call 
him... the Dark Auteur? He does dress in all-black — oh, but that’s rubbish, 
isn’t it? Just slapping ‘Dark’ in front of a marketable term for that cheap 
epic thrill... Nous valons mieux que ca. The Auteur Victorious? Well, 
hopefully, but not yet... Hmm... The Monochrome! Monochrome Auteur! 
That’s pretty good, right?” 

“You’re rambling,” she informed him. 

It might have been a barb if he had been a stranger, but she knew that 


tendency within herself, and there was a hint of kindness as she chastised it 
in her doppelganger. He stared up at her with the look of a startled deer. 


“The number?” she prompted after a while, very much aware that he 
might genuinely have forgotten his train of thought. 
“Oh, right,” he said. “He’s Number Seventeen.” 


She stared, not quite believing him. “Making you... That is, the face 
you ve been regressed to right now...” 


“Number Sixteen,” he said proudly. “The Retconned Auteur, I call 
myself. Er, called myself. That’s how I got this body, tu piges ? Not 
recorporation, not even really resurrection. Just straight-up retcon. Ah, les 
cro-cro-cro, les cro-cro-cro, les crocodiles...” 


Calmly, unassumingly, the Goddess of Gendar stepped closer to the 
humming, rambling man, and — 
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Jecriss and Covioll gasped as the skeleton, the true body of the 
Monochrome Auteur, jolted. 


“Mommy!” the child cried out in confused joy, as though not yet daring 
to believe it. “H-he’s losing!” 
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— with her bare two hands she simply wrenched his skull off his spine 
and hurled it to the floor where it shattered with a sickening wet crash, a 
rotten black sludge that might once have been brain-matter pooling around 
its shattered fragments. 


Without its pate, the black-robed body toppled forward; she stepped 
back, unwilling to prop it up, and it fell flat against the floor for the second 
time. There it seemed to fade away as the entire scene lost definition; too 
late, the Goddess realised that her foe was taking control of the 
environment, and she watched helplessly as the arts-and-crafts workshop 
disappeared, replaced with an eerily empty street. The buildings were black 
silhouettes, the sky above was red, and for a moment she thought herself 
back in — 


— but no. This was different. More modern. It was asphalt beneath her 
boot, and it was from atop the charred, blackened remains of a mid-2000s 
automobile that the villain spoke again. 


“Welcome to my petit chez-moi,” he said. “To my Sanctum of 
Heretics.” 


She squinted in the darkness — and found that he was, again, a 
skeleton. 


“Ah. Number Fifteen, I presume?” she said, hardly surprised at this 
point, or at least affecting not to be. 


“We’ve met before,” he replied from on high, crossing his arms. “In the 
Shadow Spire. When we were both drafts. I am the Remembered Auteur... 
and so are you. But I won the gauntlet. Moi tout seul. So I should be the 
only one. So, why you?!” 


“Should be the only one?” she repeated, amused. “You sound like a 
mari trompe.” 


She did not deploy her French, her Holy Tongue, as wantonly as he did, 
but — if she did say so herself — she was rather funnier when she did. 


He obviously didn’t agree, though, for he leapt out at her from atop the 
car, limbs splayed out, the picture of an angry alley cat. The Goddess 
stepped nimbly aside, remembering a glorious moment, and allowed the 
patch of asphalt on which she’d been standing to become a mire of blank 
paper, that daunting white canvas her failed ritual had produced, so long 
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ago. The screaming Auteur came upon it on all four, hands and feet sinking 
into the white; he looked up at her with betrayed fury, squatting there like a 
bug stuck on flypaper, slowly sinking lower. 


“Argh! No fair!” 


Just an insult, not an actual complaint to the referee; his true body 
outside was silent, the Goddess knew. She stared at the defeated 
Remembered Auteur, whose name, whether he liked it or not, foreshadowed 
his ruination: even without the fragment of White Canvas pulling him 
downward into oblivion, he was a fading dream, a faint photocopy of the 
real thing. He had more meat on him than the subsequent models she’d 
already trounced — muscles and blood vessels still clinging to that skull- 
like visage, beneath a sheen of living shadow used for skin — but he was 
rotting from the inside out, his purple robe a tattered rag. Perhaps he’d 
emerged from the Spire healthy, but time had not been kind to him. 


“How in the Minds’ names do I ever end up like you?” she sighed. 
The Remembered Auteur’s orange eyes flashed with amusement, just as 
his head was about to sink completely into the white. 
“T just hung around the right people,” he rasped with satanic glee, and 
then was gone. 
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Covioll was bouncing up and down, and blowing on the gifted bugle in- 
between every victorious shout. 

“She’s winning! She’s winning!” they celebrated. “The Goddess is 
winning!” 

Staying close to them, Jecriss continued to watch the two combatants 
with bated breath, as did the wiser among the crowd. For the Goddess to 
win was obviously desirable, as the kinder aspect of the Maker, but this 
was... too easy. 
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“Stormy heights again? A little repetitive, don’t you think?” 


She did not look at him as she spoke. With one hand, she leaned 
elegantly on the window-sill, while the other yet rested against the rusted 
pane she had pushed open. There was a profound weariness in her eyes as 
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she surveyed the churning storm of unreality which surrounded the 
lighthouse. 


“Notre belle Tour des Ombres,” came the raspy voice. “The Shadow 
Spire. A reality that you and I can both agree on. What better place?” 


“T don’t like it,” said the Goddess of Gendar, gently closing the window 
of the lantern room again. She had the softness of touch of a nurse tending a 
wound. “Being here. Even in memory. She feels... sick. So sick she’s 
forgotten what it is to be healthy.” 


Damn him. Revoking her ship indeed. That arrogant peacock — who 
had given him the right? What authority did he have to ground her like a 
disobedient child? How could he not understand what he was doing to both 
of them? She looked into the flames that danced in the heart of the room. 
Poor, debilitated thing, wearing its heart on its sleeve. 

“One learns to love it,” said the corpse-like man. He stood on the other 
side of the lantern room, his dark silhouette barely visible behind the 
flickering flames. “C’est ici, vois-tu. It is here they imprison us. Will 
imprison us... Have imprisoned us? Une question de temps...” 

“They? Who’s they? What happened to you?” 


She began to stalk towards him, walking around the central brazier, 
faster and faster, but he revolved too, crab-like, to match her gait, always 
remaining precisely in front of her. 


“Who’s they? Who’s they? Bonne question. Can’t say the name, though, 
for, ahm...” 


“Ritualistic reasons?” 
“Copyright reasons.” 
“We’re above that sort of thing.” 


“Oh, no, personne ne l’est, my dear... We just slip in the cracks with 
mastery. And so did he. Remember him? He’s just getting started, in your 
time... Jeune papi, fancy that... And with two hands, you’d hardly 
recognise him!” 


“Who do you — oh him! I know about him. I know we join his little 
cult, at some point in my future. That’s how I knew to steal the name — 
was it you, or Thirteen? Oh, stop moving, damn you!” 
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Who knew if de even had lungs, but she was getting tired. 


“Why should I?” He sped up. “Such fun, don’t you think? Dansons la 
capucine, y’a plus de feu chez nous... Y’en a dans la lanterne, mais ce n’est 
pas pour nous... Round and round and round we go, go, go!” 


“Stop this!” 


“If you stop, you lose,” he crowed. “That’s how this round, round, 
round is played.” 


She paused for just a fragment of a moment, scowling at his 
childishness, keeping one foot in the air so it was clear that she wasn’t 
giving up — then picked up the pace, and began to speed up. The lantern 
room seemed to be spinning, now, with an energy of its own, the flames 
dancing higher, like an infernal merry-go-round, but this only spurred her 
further. 


“Comme tu veux !” she spat. “And which one are you, then — Fourteen, 
right? What do you call yourself? The Prisoner? The Footworker?” 


“I am Godfather Auteur,” he said, pausing just long enough to strike a 
pose. 


Obeying his whim, the remembered flames of the Spire’s lantern burnt 
lower, giving her a glimpse of his horrible face; still the same grin and the 
same madness, but this one looked rawer and livelier than the Remembered 
Auteur, the flesh and vessels pulsating under the sheen of shadow-skin, the 
robes dirty but intact. 


“The original article,’ he continued. “The Skull-Man prime. Often 
imitated, never duplicated!” 


“Godfather?” she repeated sceptically, breath growing short. Even 
reborn, even transposed into a mindscape, this body wasn’t getting any 
younger. “What, so you can’t say the name, but you can say that?” 


“Bien sur,” he chortled. “Or are we anything so petty as a rank? A 
parrain, a spiritual advisor, a guardian, that is what I am. What I was to 
Intrepid and Kifah and the other children —” 


“Who?” He ignored the question. 


‘““__ and what I was to the Gendar, when they deigned to call upon me. 
A writer and a godfather; Godfather Auteur. Oh, it’s more than a job. If I 
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had a Wiki page, that’s what it should be called, and you can quote me on 
that.” 


“But why are you like this?” 
“Why not?” he simply laughed. 


Well, alright then. If he wouldn’t tell her, she’d have to see for herself. 
At least, if he spoke truly, the next one along — the previous one, rather — 
her actual successor — that one hadn’t been a skeleton. She was growing 
tired of bones, which, she supposed, was as good a reason as any to never 
join the cult in this new life-path she had been given. She couldn’t cope 
with the dress code. 


And those people did so like to hear themselves talk. Case in point. 


But that meant Godfather Auteur’s mind was off the game, off the rules 
he had put in place himself. /f you stop, you lose — such simple rules. So 
full of loopholes. Nothing at all about bringing in outside help, for example. 
Without stopping, she patted her thigh, and whistled, calling to an ol friend. 
And there he leapt, out of the fire of memories, retractable wings extended 
out from his chrome-coloured body, gliding on hot air. Half-real, just a toy, 
but good enough. He’d always been so good. Oh, she’d missed him. 


“Mistress Auteur!” F.I.D.O. cried cheerfully, tail squeaking as it 
wagged. 


“Get him!” she commanded. 


With a faultless mid-air turn, the robot dog rammed headfirst into 
Auteur, pushing him against the wall. 


“Gah! Sale cabot !” 


“Sale”? ‘Sale”?” the dog repeated, not actually attacking him or 
mauling him but pushing and grabbing at his legs, impeding him as he tried 
to keep up his whirling run — “Interesting you should use that word. I think 
as a tale of changing principles and misplaced loyalties, Sartre’s Les Mains 
sales has more than a few parallels to —” 


“Let go!” shouted the skeleton, finally managing to angle a kick that 
sent the remembered F.I.D.O. back into the central inferno, where he 
vanished like a ghost. 
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He looked up with a satisfied, ravenous smile — and saw at last that the 
Goddess had caught up with him. Unlike him, she certainly did not stop as 
she came upon him and picked him up outright, careful to touch only the 
purple velvet robes, and not the oozing limbs. 


“What the —” 


“Alright, Godfather Auteur,” she said with exhilaration, almost waltzing 
with him as she finished her spin in a parabola which brought her closer to 
the fire. “Time to see who you really are.” 


“Aiie!” he yelped as she hurled him into the flames, but before he 
vanished, he found the energy to raise a fist and shout: “...And I would 
have gotten away with it, too, if it weren’t for you kid and your...“ 
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““’,.meddling dog!... 
“Huh?” 
“Whuh?” 


Mother and child stared at each other, equally bemused by the 
skeleton’s theatrical shout. Looking out at the crowd which still observed 
the duel with bated breath, they saw that this reaction was largely shared by 
the public, though a few off-worlders had spotted the cultural reference, and 
began to excitedly share it with the nearest Gendar, beyond delighted to 
have something of worth to contribute. Of course, even they couldn’t 
explain what had made the skeletal Auteur blurt it out. 


But whatever was happening in there, one thing was certain: the 
Goddess was still winning, with not a single face lost. Could it really be that 
easy? 


“This isn’t like the Godfather,” said Jecriss — who was, of course, not 
privy to the revelations about his regenerative history which the older 
Auteur had just disclosed to the Goddess, and still thought of him as one of 
three. “If he were truly fighting, he would get at least one blow in, out of 
sheer ego, sheer savagery. If he’s letting her win so far, then...” 


“*’,.he must have a trick up his sleeve,” Covioll said sagely. 


The child had learned the expression recently, and a felt momentary 
burst of pride upon using it in what seemed to be the correct context. Jecriss 
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smiled ruefully and ruffled their purple hair. 
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The Goddess watched as the Spire’s lantern room faded, making no 
effort to control what came next. It was becoming clear that her foe had no 
real interest in fighting her to the full extent of his ability, and as the duel 
progressed, even she had become more interested in learning about her 
futures past than in cutting to the quick as fast as possible. There was more 
to learn, then, by seeing what environment he picked, and relatively little 
risk of him twisting that to his advantage too directly. 


A moonlit forest answered her curiosity, a dreary European thing with 
wind-swept, winter-barren trees. There was no snow or ice on the ground, 
but a chill was in the air. She looked around for her counterpart, and finally 
spun on her heel to find him standing there, waiting for her, not three feet 
away. She could not fully disguise her momentary surprise — and then her 
disappointment. 


“Oh, no, really? This is who those bones belonged to?” 
“At your service,” said the man before her, with a little bow. 


Not a hunched skeleton, at least, but not exactly impressive. He had the 
look of an amateur occultist about him, a pale, youngish man with 
shadowed eyes and badly-cut hair — paper mitre upon his head, dressed in 
a linen robe and leather girdle. A copper pendant in the shape of a feeble 
Earth symbol hung around his neck, and his hand held a wooden magician’s 
wand, a prop with no true potency and little in the way of even symbolic 
power. 


Yet there was something wily and rotten hiding behind the anxious 
uncertainty of that face. This was all a game, still, and this was again the 
Monochrome Auteur, manifesting as that gormless youth. She would do 
well to remember it, she thought. But was that all? He seemed to be 
laughing at her. 


“You’re embarrassing,” she snapped, already looking forward to 
dashing away that sorry excuse for a thirteenth avatar. “How? How could I 
ever turn into someone like you? Hell, why would that other guy recruit a 
tryhard like you into his secret club?!” 


“Ah, but you see, he doesn’t,” said a voice behind her. 
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Loath as she was to turn her back to the magician, she turned round 
again, and found another figure waiting for her. Another man, this one; 
closer perhaps to the sort of manifestation she’d thought she might try this 
time around. Brown skin, an aquiline nose. He was bald, but gold hoops 
hung from his ears, and he was dressed in robes that looked more terrestrial 
than celestial — the fineries of an ancient age. What was that, Byzantine? 
Hellenistic? 


“This is Bateleur — an occultist of the late 19th century,” the black man 
explained, as he walked around her to lock arms with the young man. He 
spoke in the same voice, and looked at her with the same mocking leer. 
“Someday he will make an unfortunate deal with the demon Asteroth, for 
immortality... Learn to travel through time in pursuit of his prize, but lose 
his flesh to the magic. And thus, the Godfather.” 


“What?” she blinked. 


“Myself,” said the bald man, with a half-bow of his own, “I am but a 
humble astrologer, from thousands of years prior... My tale is difficult to 
summarise, and forbidden, in parts.” He dropped the Shakespearean pomp 
for just a moment and flashed a grin at her, the Monochrome coming 
through. “Encore ces fichus droits d’auteur. Suffice it to say that I made an 
oath to my liege, an oath that kept me alive beyond death itself... at the cost 
of my humanity. And thus, the Godfather.” 


“T don’t understand,” she said, eyes darting back and forth between the 
two men, who looked at each other for a moment, sharing a private joke. 
“Which one of you do I — would I —” Her confusion turned to anger. 
“QOu’est-ce que tu fabriques, au juste ?! This — this is cheating! How dare 
you — what are you even —” 


“It’s simple, really, ma chére amie,” said yet a third voice, and she 
turned again. This Auteur was almost the twin of the bald astrologer, but he 
had a long white beard, and wore a long, yellow trenchcoat; a pair of 
rimless glasses with round, tinted lenses concealed his leering eyes. “They 
are me, Auteur... and I, the Last of the Mappers, am them.” 


“Last of the what?” She stepped back, hand searching her pockets for 
the dagger again. “Don’t be ridiculous. The Mappers were extinct long 
before we were woven.” 


“But were they?” asked Bateleur. 
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“Don’t you remember that friend of ours?” asked the Astrologer. 


“The handsome one who played such wonderful games?” asked the 
Mapper. 


They were walking in lockstep now, advancing upon her, and she tried 
to retreat, only to find herself colliding with a fourth persona. She grunted 
in frustration as she whirled round to face him, a fatter, livelier version of 
the Mapper, wearing a dark red coat instead of yellow, and clear half-moon 
glasses instead of the tinted ones. Their faces were not quite the same, in 
fact, she realised as she stared — but so close, as though one had been an 
exceptionally convincing recast for the other, after one’s actor fell ill. That 
was how she thought of it, and she wasn’t surprised. None of these Auteurs 
looked real. They were characters, personas. 


“What about him?” she sneered, determined not to show weakness by 
asking Red-coat to introduce himself. She got the point. “You know, he 
never cheats. Unlike you.” 


“But how,” said Red-coat, “did he come by his vocational name, do you 
think?” 

“You know he was not the premier to use it,” the Astrologer susured in 
her ear; she swatted him away. 

“Madame Tarsa —” she began. 


“No,” chortled the Mapper. “One of our own kind, petite seur, an 
Horloger...” 


“Urizen’s game-master,” Bateleur finished, then pointed casually at the 
Mapper. “Your own time, wasn’t it?” 


“Just about, my dear fellow, just about!” the Astral Mapper nodded. 
“I’m afraid I can’t tell you more about him just yet, not directly, the 
Interdimensional Copyright Office wouldn’t have that... Especially with 
him back on television such a short while ago. Well, I think our dear petite 
seur already knows who we mean.” 


“But oh, the thrill of the game!” Red-coat delighted. “A//ons, vivons un 
peu, I wonder how close we can get out loud? A direct, undeniable link?” 


“J'ai trouve,” said the Astrologer with a gleeful snap of his fingers. 
“1999! We speak, my dear Goddess, of the one dear Mortimus once 
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described as ‘a being of vast mental powers, who could build and destroy 
entire realms with his mind’. Heh. Sound familiar?” 


“Is this going somewhere?” asked the Goddess. 


“Oh, not that he knew what he was talking about, really,” the Astrologer 
went on, ignoring her. “The old boy didn’t realise... Didn’t realise his 
power was our own, the power of the Cosmic Genesis itself. Because he 
was there, you know. En personne. Part of the inner circle.” 


“He felt in that instant d’ancrage that his vision was being ignored,” the 
Mapper recalled, “that his logic of play was being outweighed by all the 
others’ belief in the logic of, well. Of logic. A new toy, as I said so very 
long ago,” he chuckled. “So he packed his bag and stomped off to the 
cosmic basement to make his own universe, with blackjack and...” 


““...well, and more blackjack, really,” the Astrologer finished. “He was 
never a very creative fellow. And little by little, he was forgotten. The 
records were all muddled up, just how he likes them — that’s another thing 
we have in common — and that’s what Morty found.” 


“But then, comme toujours, le hasard fait bien les choses,” the Mapper 
spoke again, “because as I recall, Mortimus didn’t say ‘a being’... he said 
‘a being, or beings’. Inconsistent accounts — downright prescient! That 
other game-player-to-be hadn’t turned yet, was still going by... Oh, bother, 
I can’t say his name, can I? Well, you know who.” 


“So there’s two of them, or were, or will have been. So what?’ the 
Goddess snapped. 


“So didn’t you wonder which was which?” said a new voice. “Non ? 
Jamais ?” 


She tried very hard not to shriek in frustration as yet another figure 
appeared from the darkness of the windswept forest, a tacky Celtic shaman 
leaning on a wooden staff — clean-shaven and gaunt, his hunched posture 
matching the skeletons’ exactly. 


“Well, now, she wouldn’t, would she, mon cher autre moi-méme ?” 
remarked the Astrologer. “That’s how it works.” 


“Quite right,” Bateleur agreed, his tone conversational. “After all, that’s 
what merging, what subsuming means. Did the old god become the new, or 
the new god become the old? Who possessed who? Well, who can say? 
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Think of it as a Y shape, a joining of roads. There was an old egomaniac 
needy game-player, and a young egomaniac needy game-player, and now 
there’s just the one schizoid liar. Pinocchio is become Gepetto.” 


“Haven’t you ever looked at that and thought, damn, this could be us?” 
said the Mapper, elbowing the Goddess. 


By now she had given up on trying to shake the roving pack of 
doppelgangers — more were appearing all the time — and she was simply 
standing in place, smouldering, waiting for their little speech to be over. 


“Well, you know what we can do,” Red-coat picked up. “What power 
our words possess.” 
“Hadn’t you ever wondered,” the Shaman said, “what would happen 
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“___ what would happen,” Bateleur continued, “if we tried to write our 
own autobiography?” 


“Bien sur, bande d’ahuris ! she raged at last, the strength of her shout 
enough to cow the uncountable Auteurs into taking a few steps back from 
her. “Of course I wondered! But I was never foolish enough — conceited 
enough — we’re better than this! Self-inserts, retconning ourselves — what 
the fuck have you been doing to yourselves? Stealing people’s pasts, 
making some up altogether? Making yourselves out to be human, or crying 
out loud!” 


Bateleur, the Astrologer and the Shaman recoiled in mock offence, then 
shared a chortle, trading looks. 


“No wonder you gave up on Gendar,” she continued to rant. The half- 
dozen Auteurs or more — there were figures at the edges of the pack, hazy, 
sketchy things, half-real musings — were falling silent; she took that to 
mean that she was doing something right. “No wonder you’re estranged 
from Gideon. This is what they were for! Gideon, and Virtuoso — this is 
exactly why we needed creative partners, you imbeciles. I know it was an 
attractive idea, but there are ideas you don’t write out! There are drafts you 
don’t publish! Damn it all, I know I’ve had my faults, but even I know you 
have to kill your darlings once in a while!” 


She stared at them, catching her breath. Her throat ached from the strain 
of the shout; she had not pushed herself like this in a while. Perhaps it 
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would be time to try her hand at the stage again, once all of this was over; 
get back into practice. A Goddess of Gendar would be called upon for 
speeches, after all. And what an interesting thought, just then, she realised! 
She really was thinking of staying, wasn’t she? How unlike her. How unlike 
those futures and alternatives, at any rate — how unlike those motley 
Auteurs who acted as one. How unlike the person she’d been on track to 
become. 


And they didn’t like the sound of her speech one bit. Once it sank in, 
they began to advance upon her again, watching her with open hostility. But 
she’d said her piece. Let them come. 


“Oh, but we know that very well,” said the Mapper, real anger burning 
behind his tinted lenses. “Petite sceur.” 


“You think you’re laying down the Word?” Bateleur spat. ““You’re just 
the voice we needed to silence within ourselves. Do what thou wilt, that 1s 
the whole of our law.” 


“We know how to kill our darlings, alright,” said Red-coat. 

“After all,” the Astrologer said with a murderous grin, “we killed 
Gideon.” 

“«..What?” She breathed the word out, unable to believe it. 

“And today, we’ll kill Virtuoso,” the Shaman added. 


“But first,” the Mapper finished, moving towards her ahead of the rest, 
and pulling a gun out of his coat-poct, “we’ll kill you.” 


KK 3K 


“You know,” the Goddess of Gendar commented, her voice mild, “some 
would say this was sexist. All of you in male bodies, me the only girl, and 
you just have to truss me up as a demoiselle en détresse...” 


“Oh, /a ferme,” said Bateleur as he tightened the final knot. “This isn’t 
television, none of the audience can actually see you.” 


“And as for us,” the Astrologer added, stepping back to admire his and 
his other selves’ handiwork, “it’s nothing we haven’t seen before, now is 
it.” 


“This is just how the ritual is done, voila tout,” the Mapper completed. 
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The Goddess scoffed, rolling her eyes — and tensed, testing the 
strength of the ropes binding her ankles and wrists to the flat stone altar. 
They didn’t give way, of course. They were sustained by the conviction of 
half a dozen Auteurs, and her own determination could do little against that, 
particularly while feeling so stupid for not seeing the trap; for not realising 
the Monochrome Auteur had been Jetting her cut back through his personas 
until she found her way here, where he outnumbered her and could 
overpower her with ease. Not a reputable ploy for a wrestler, splintering 
your past like this, but he was hardly the first Archon ever to try. Why, old 
Gimlet-Eyes had once divided their first and twelfth — 


Her train of thought cut off as a shiver passed through her, not the 
overacted shudder that most were familiar with but a genuine convulsion as 
her body tried to fight off the encroaching cold, which sent the back of her 
head knocking painfully against the stone. The thing about being tied down 
to a big raised slab of granite in a wintry forest in a flimsy white Hammer 
Horror night-dress was that it was, in practice, more of a medical 
emergency than a sultry fantasy. Idly, she wondered what would happen if 
she succumbed to shock before the Thirteens completed their ritual. Maybe 
they wouldn’t achieve... whatever it was they were trying to do. 


She’d still be dead, though. And somehow, she didn’t find it very likely 
that she would simply reemerge as her eleventh self. Not anymore. 


“Ho ho ho, ma pauvre petite sceur, on grelotte ?” said Red-coat in 
mock-sympathy, patting the goose-pimpled flesh of her thigh. “Don’t worry, 
it will all be over soon.” 


“It won’t be very pleasant,” said the Shaman; he was sharpening a knife 
against a nearby stone. “But oh, prend les choses par le bon coté, will you? 
When I’m done, you won’t have to worry about the cold ever again.” 


Well, alright. Fine. She’d ask. Her heartbeats were quickening, and she 
couldn’t quite keep up the sarcastic detachment in her voice. 


“What... are you idiots trying to do?” 


She... sounded afraid. Scratch that, she was afraid. She didn’t have 
another way out of this, and she — did not want to die. She’d played with 
death so often, she’d made killing into an artform, but always there had 
been loopholes, provisos, guid pro quos. For herself, obviously, and even 
for her victims. She’d never killed anyone she couldn’t bring back with a 
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stroke of her pen and an ingenious plot twist. That was a writer’s 
prerogative. 


This felt different. 


“Well, look at it this way,” said one of the sketchy, half-formed Auteurs, 
this one a pointy-eared undead, a Nosferatu take-off who flickered like a 
damaged celluloid print a creature of living fiction. “You invited 
yourself into our mindscape.” 


“And you’re not us,” said the Astrologer. “Simplement une copie.” 


“But you’re a good copy,” said the Mapper, “a miroirparfait of who we 
might have been, if we hadn’t changed after the resting home.” 


“Alchemically speaking, that’s good enough,” Bateleur continued. He 
was half-crouching, warming his hands by the fire in which they’d burnt her 
robes. “In fact, in some ways, it’s better than just the projection of you we 
might have found in our own mind.” 


“Because we can destroy you without harming ourselves,” rasped yet 
another sketchy might-have-been, so vague that she could see nothing but a 
silhouette — dressed in yellow tatters, and wearing a mask. Hastur. She’d 
noticed once that their names sounded a little similar, and thought no more 
of it, but it seemed every scrap of an idea, however incoherent, was good 
enough for her aberrant future. “// faut prendre les choses comme elles 
viennent... Life and lemons, no?” 

“We can ritually equate you,” said Red-coat, “with the fragment of us 
that yet exists as one of our possible pasts — and destroy her by destroying 
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you. 
“But why!?” she demanded. 


She felt the Mapper’s hand patting her cheek like a child’s, and, turning 
her head sharply, made to bite at his fingers, but he withdrew in time, 
leaving her chattering teeth to clamp down on thin air, narrowly missing her 
tongue. 


“Gh!” 


“Come now, Déesse,” said Red-coat. “How else can we obtain our 
freedom?” 
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“Operate as a complete entity,” the Mapper continued, “unfettered by 
your side of our existence?” 


“If I was ever young and mortal, let me be a human being,” said 
Bateleur. 


“And if I am ancient and Celestial,” the Astral Mapper chimed in, “let 
me go back to the earliest days.” 


“You’re an awkward halfway-house,” said the Shaman. “Mi-chien mi- 
loup.” 


“A hybrid,” the Astrologer agreed. “A backstory without elegance. Too 
knowable, too normal.” 


“You’re redundant,” the King in Yellow hissed. “You make us... 
smaller.” 


“But soon,” said the Shaman, stalking closer with the knife, “you won’t 
be anything at all.” 


Kk 3K 


“Aaaagh!” 


The Goddess’s scream was sudden. She’d been winning, then her smirk 
had disappeared and she and the Skeleton had once more stared at each 
other with silent hostility — but nothing had prepared Jecriss, Covioll or the 
watching crowd for the sudden scream of agony that the red-haired woman 
released. Losing her poise, she fell to her knees, clutching her head. 


Jecriss rushed over, half-kneeling as she tried to help her Goddess up — 
then recoiled when the woman caught on fire, burst into malignant flames 
from within: not the healing phoenix-fire of a transformation but a 
malignant, dark red flame that consumed her. Behind her, the skeleton 
began to laugh. She remained frozen in horror for a moment, seeing as the 
woman’s skin began to char and blister — then pulled Covioll close, into a 
hug, the child’s eyes buried in her robe. 


“D-don’t look, dear,” she muttered, “please don’t look —” 


In seconds the Goddess’s imperious beauty was gone, her white robes 
charred to the same black as the skeleton’s, her own skull revealed within 
the flames, and burning further, still screaming and thrashing. 
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“What is this? What are you doing?!” she demanded of the laughing 
Auteur. “This is not how the game is played. According to all the old lore, 
she should have collapsed at worst, even in a bout to the death — and she 
had not lost even once, let alone all twelve of her lives. This is cheating! S- 
stop this!” 


“Not how it works? Not how it works?” Auteur repeated mockingly. “I 
have altered the lore, Priestess,” he added in a sing-song cackle. “Pray I 
don’t alter it any further!” 


“My Lord,” she asked again, not disrespectfully, but with poise, “what 
have you done?” 


The fire was burning out, leaving only a pile of ashes and embers which 
barely had a human form anymore. The living skeleton kicked disdainfully 
at those embers as he ambled towards her, hands still clasped. 


“Cut ties with the past,” he replied, clicking his tongue. “Carved her 
bones out one by one, and cast them into the fire. Match is done; I win. 
Now, Priestess, take this down. There will presently be an unscheduled faith 
change. Are you listening? Here it comes. J am Auteur. Do you hear me? 
L’Auteur, c’est moi.” 


“Yes, I know that you’re Auteur,” said Jecriss. “But what —” 


“You’re not understanding me,” he growled. “That female failure I just 
atomised? Doesn’t count anymore. Kaput. Decanonised. Don’t bother 
praying to her, “cause there’s no one listening. She’s gone.” 


All across the plaza, voices cried out in horror and disbelief. Turning 
away from Jecriss, Auteur ran up at them, arms splayed out, his black robe 
rippling like the wings of a hobbling vulture.” 


“There’s just me!” he shouted! “Moi !J am Auteur, and Auteur is me. 
Not her. Not anyone else. Me! I —” 


A loud, shrill sound interrupted his ego trip, and he paused, just a few 
feet away from the outer ring of watching Gendar. His clean white skull 
swivelled in place and tilted to one side as he considered the child, Covioll, 
the bugle still held to their lips. 


“Who let you play with one of these, gamin?” Auteur growled. “Can’t 
you tell the grown-ups are talking?” 
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Covioll ignored him and advanced upon him as surely as he had been 
advancing upon the baffled mass of Gendar. 


“Sorry,” said all of Covioll’s eight years’ worth of confidence, not at all 
sorry. “But that’s not right, is it?” 


“Quoi ?” he began to ask — and yelped as the child hit him with the 
bugle. 


“Youre wrong, Mr Godfather,” Covioll continued. “You’ve got it 
completely wrong. Just because you’ve taken out the Goddess doesn’t make 
you the only Auteur. There’s meant to be three of you. Trois,” they added in 
the Holy Tongue for emphasis. For that little bit of additional weight, 
calling to reality. “Three Auteurs, not two.” 
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“Covioll’s right!” Jecriss said suddenly, and stepped in-between Auteur 
and her child. “The Goddess, the Father and the Godfather. Three.” 


“The Father? What Father?” He blinked angrily. “What the — oh, pour 
l’amour de — do you mean that time I showed up with a stolen time-sled 
and a sack full of — nom d’une pipe, that was a joke! I was living on the 
Morning Star at the time, I got drunk! It was a dare! A stupid dare!” 

“A deity has responsibilities, Lord,” Jecriss said flatly. “A deity’s words 
have power. We have faithfully celebrated your Christmas, and recognised 
the Father of Christmas as one of your avatars, for generations.” 

“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard!” he said, stomping his foot 
like a tantrumming soldier. “If I was never the Goddess of Gendar, you can 
bet your life ’'m not going to have been — to have been — oh, give me 
strength! I! Am! Not! Santa Claus!” 

“No, I didn’t think so,” Covioll said simply. “But our faith brought you 
back, our belief. Our wish. Not just you, but the Goddess as well — both of 
you _? 

“Go on, Covioll,” Jecriss encouraged them. “Say it.” 

“But there aren’t just two of you,” the child continued, glaring 
resolutely. “There are three. And J believe in Santa Claus.” 


“Meaning what, exactly?” the ancient god roared. 
The child blinked at him — and pointed. 
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Auteur looked up too late at a dot rapidly descending from the evening 
sky, red and green and haloed by warmth and cheer. A flying sled. No 
reindeer, but there was a man steering it, a jolly fat man with dark skin, a 
long red beard, a dark red coat. Laughing. 


“Oh, come on!” the skeleton complained, voice breaking with a sob of 
frustration, moments before the magical vehicle crashed into him. 


ok 3K 


The bells of the City Hall were tolling. The crowd was cheering and 
dancing and singing, and unwrapping the presents which had been tossed 
by the handful to distract and disperse them. Santa Claus was a master at 
crowd-control. 


A very angry skeleton slowly came to, and realised he was dangling 
upside-down from the branches of a gigantic evergreen tree, his body 
wrapped in colourful ribbons. 


“Oh, ma téte... What in the...” 
“Ho, ho, ho,” said a very familiar voice. “Big brother.” 


Not the Father of Christmas, no — a female voice, arrogant and 
theatrical, but not wholly without kindness. Pulling and wiggling, the 
skeleton-turned-ornament swayed and swivelled until he faced her, then 
glared at the restored Goddess of the Gendar. 


“You. How are you back?” 


“Christmas magic,” she replied with a smug grin. “With a little help 
from myself.” 


He squinted in the half-light, and realised she was standing next to a 
slightly shorter man — a black man in a red coat, with a big white beard. 
No white trimmings, no hat with a white pom-pom tip, but it was obvious 
all the same whose image he was invoking. He looked much as he had 
when the Monochrome Auteur had borrowed his face in the mindscape, but 
the cruel irony in his eyes was gone, replaced with a sort of distant 
fecklessness which did not clash nearly as much with his Christmassy 
essence, though it might make you think twice about trusting him on any 
non-Christmassy matter. 
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“And don’t go trying to use any Words of Power, mon brave,” the 
Father of Christmas instructed in warm, confident tones. “I think you’ll find 
that with the Statue restored, the deep magic of this place will only obey my 
distinguished predecessor here.” 


“So you’re the real next one along,” the Goddess _ observed, 
conspicuously ignoring the skeleton as she half-turned towards the Father. 


“T would have been,” he corrected gently. “Je suis comme toi, ma chére 
Deesse, a draft, a memory of this body — returned to life by the children’s 
belief. You need never become me... and I certainly shan’t be becoming 
him,” he added with a disdainful glare at the skeleton. 


“Hey,” the Monochrome Auteur complained, and was ignored. 


“After all,” the Father of Christmas continued, “I was on something of a 
sabbatical from my employers when I underwent that... unfortunate little 
mishap which forced them to resurrect me as the Mark 1 skeleton. And 
now, the factionals are gone, or good as gone... as is the Morning Star. I 
have no home to go back to — my future accomplished itself without me.” 


“But you have us!” Covioll jumped up, and tooted on the bugle. “You 
can be our Santa for good.” 


“Lots of planets do have a North Pole,” he granted, and hummed as he 
rubbed his beard. 


“Pretty relaxing job,” the Goddess observed, smiling thinly at him. 
“One day of work a year. Plenty of time to get into some writing in- 
between. I fear a Goddess’s duties might be more... extensive.” 


“You're not thinking of leaving again, are you?” asked Jecriss. 


“Ne faites pas la béte, Prétresse,” she said, and laughed. “Truth be told, 
I’m not sure I can exist beyond Gendar, anymore. And Virtuoso has earned 
a bit of help. Where is he, by the way? Is no one watching the reality 
anchors right now? I’ll be quite honest, with the way the lattices have been 
twisted about in the last few hours, I’m wary of Rifts... We wouldn’t want a 
portal to open up to the Fantastic Realm, or the Land of Panto, or 
something...” 


“Ah, don’t go making up new problems for yourself; time enough for 
plot bunnies once we’ve all had a bit of a rest. Speaking of which, as for 
Virtuoso, he’s trying out the ice-rink I made, si je ne me trompe,” said the 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


Father of Christmas. “There won’t be any more snow falling down on 
Gendar after tonight, but while the cold climate persists, we may as well 
make the most of it, eh what? He agreed, he seemed very keen to —” 


“Hey!” the black-cloaked Auteur said more loudly, shaking in place and 
causing the tree from which he was hanging to rustle loudly, shedding pine- 
needles and smaller ornaments. “A//o, ici la Terre ! 1m still here!” 


“You are, aren’t you?” said the Goddess. She and Jecriss shared a 
knowing smile. 


“Well! We’d better fix that, then, hadn’t we?” the High Priestess 
echoed, tapping her lip. 


“Exactly so, madame, exactly so,” the Father agreed. 


“What?” He began to wriggle even more vigorously, but the ribbons 
held him tight, particularly his writing hand. “No, wait! You can’t do this! 
You can’t send me back! Non, je refuse !” 


“Non, nom, noms... It’s all about names, isn’t it,” the Goddess reflected, 
striding around as though considering the problem — though of course, she 
was voicing conclusions she, the Priestess and the Father had reached some 
time before, while the Monochrome Auteur was still unconscious. “The 
Gendar, via Covioll, wished for Auteur to return, and someone wishing 
your name to return to the Universe was precisely what you needed. But 
Covioll wanted all three of us — or passable substitutes — so we were 
pulled along as well, all the way from the Shadow Spire.” 


“Tout ca est élémentaire,” he complained. “What are you getting at?” 


“Only this, you rotten Ghost of Christmas Future you,” the Father of 
Christmas chortled, crouching to poke the man’s skull where his nose ought 
to be. “You severed your timeline from the Goddess’s — and from myself, 
at least as | am now.” 


“After all,” said Jecriss, “I remember you being quite insistent that you 
were not Santa Claus.” 


“And the Father fixed the Statue. It’s me again, as it always should have 
been. So the name is all you have left to tie yourself to us,” the Goddess 
said again. “You’re here on a technicality, leeching off of Covioll’s wish.” 


“What? No no no,” the upside-down skeleton shouted again, genuinely 
panicking now. “Wait. Hé-la. Minute papillon. Covioll’s wish did apply to 
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all three ‘Aspects of Auteur’ that you gullible idiots worship! Skeleton 
included! I’m here by rights! You can’t make me leave!” 


“Ah, but they worship the Godfather, old man,” the Father reminded 
him. “And I believe you made it very clear to the Goddess here that he was 
a different body altogether, 1 ’est-ce pas ? Oh, child!” 


The child, who’d wandered off to pet a reindeer the Father had willed 
into existence, turned around and looked up at Santa Claus, wordlessly 
pointing at their own chest. The bearded man nodded indulgently. 


“Yes, you! I believe your maman has a question to ask you.” 


“Now, Covioll,” said Jecriss, bending down as the child skipped closer 
to her, and picking them up in her arms; they were taller than they used to 
be, but still not so heavy that she couldn’t manage it. She then turned, 
angling the child in her arms so they faced the restrained Auteur. “Just say 
what you believe. ...Do you actually have faith in this guy? Any faith all?” 


Covioll met his eyes for a moment — saw a silent, selfish prayer flicker 
in that firey orange. 

Then the Gendar child threw the gifted bugle at him. 

“Nah,” was their one-word answer. 

“Aie !” Auteur yelped. “Damn you, damn you!” 

But the child was already skipping away to run after the reindeer. 

“Well then! Jecriss,” the Goddess commanded, with the graceful 


imperiousness of a genuine deity. “I believe we shall be having that 
unscheduled faith change now.” 


“T am at your command as locus of my people, Goddess,” Jecriss said, 
with no need to fake her respect and adoration for the immortal woman in 
that moment. “Speak and it shall be so.” 


The Goddess turned to look directly at the black-cloaked Auteur, who 
scowled helplessly under the gazes of his two renegade selves and the High 
Priestess, seeing the trap closing down, but powerless now to talk himself 
out of it. 


“Effective immediately, and for the span of every Christmas period 
going forward — neither myself nor the Father of Christmas are to be 
addressed, spoken of, nor even thought of... under the name of Auteur.” 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


The skeleton cursed — and vanished in a blink, leaving only an odd 
bundle of ribbons dangling from the Christmas tree branch. 


“Excellent work, mortal,’ the Goddess complimented Jecriss, who 
blushed at the compliment. “Run along, now, your Goddess needs some 
alone time.” 


Not missing a beat, Jecriss bowed and disappeared around the bend of 
the Christmas tree’s base, no doubt chasing after Covioll and the reindeer. 
The Father of Christmas half-turned on his wheel without actually walking, 
and pulled at the lapels of his big red coat. 


“...Should J go, my dear?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “Christmas 
magic is self-sustaining to a point, but I’m sure I could find something to be 
getting on with... My next masterpiece won’t write itself, and neither will 
that palais des glaces at the North Pole. Ho-ho. I should really try to create 
some Elves before the night is done — get them to build it. If that has-been 
could do Goblins...” 


“Oh, no, you can stay,” the Goddess laughed. “I did say alone time. And 
come to that, we really should find Virtuoso in a bit. Perhaps he could put 
you up while those Elves of yours do their thing, mh? Ill be taking the 
Statue, of course... But before all that — I need a drink.” 


“My thoughts exactly,” the Father of Christmas agreed. “What would 
you say to some vin chaud ? If memory serves, I believe we created quite a 
nice little tavern, not far from here...” 


Laughing and chatting, they headed home. 


High above them, a happy wasp buzzed away in search of warmth, 
decidedly undrowned. It didn’t know how it had survived, precisely — 
insects didn’t really have a concept of wishes, let alone Christmas and mad 
gods — but any day when you escaped drowning was, in its opinion, a 
merry day. 
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In the morning, a sulking skeleton in a plain black robe was again 
sitting on a hill. A ghoulish red sun had risen over what remained of Gothic 
Town, casting strange patterns of light through the smoke that drifted up 
from the burnt-out devastation that had once been the capital of Halloween 
itself. 
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It had not, Auteur had to admit, been a very clever thing to do, and it 
had left him quite lonely here with no obvious way out — but dammit, he’d 
needed this. Deserved it. 


Really, what did Frankie expect running up to him just as he 
reappeared, and immediately beginning to babble some cockamamie story 
about him apparently needing to go and rescue Santa Claus? 


Well, if he knew his metafictional world, this one would respawn with 
its entire cast in time for next Halloween, and play the whole thing out 
again. Maybe with some names changed, some details tweaked, but in 
essence the same. And then he’d get to try the Lantern King plot again, with 
foreknowledge and no inopportune ghosts of Christmas Past. 


In the meantime, perhaps he was owed a rest, too; a quiet year stuck in 
this burnt cinder of a dimension might be just what the doctor ordered to get 
his creative juices flowing. 


... Now, he thought, if only he’d thought to salvage some paper from the 
city before he set it aflame... 
kK 


A very long time ago, there was a flash of white light in the desert. No 
living thing witnessed it: this was hundreds and hundreds of miles from the 
great Cathedral, and none of the exiles and hermits who eked out a kind of 
life on the margins of godhood were foolish enough to come out into the 
sunlight at this time of day. Indeed, there was no respite to be had from the 
harsh glare of the twin suns — no tree for miles around, not a single cloud 
in the sky. And yet a bolt of energy had struck the sand with a crash of 
thunder. 


When the light faded, a naked man was lying in the sand. 


Yes, a man now. Dark brown skin — lithe — mature, but healthy. He 
felt at his chin and found the scratchy makings of a beard; on a whim, he 
made up his mind to grow it out to the full. Pulling a strand of hair from the 
side of his head into his frame of vision, he confirmed it was a snowy white 
— yes, yes, this would do nicely. If all else failed, it was not the worst form 
on which to end things. 


Except it hurt. All of it. Every cell of that brand-new body was aching 
with the strain of hurried rebirth; his atoms spun feebly, jerkily, as if 
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wishing they could all have a lie-down first. He could feel every weary 
bone of his skeleton, burning like torn muscles, threatening to dissolve the 
new flesh from within with the simple, burning heat of the pain. The first 
words out of his new lips was a warbled swear-word as he tried and failed 
to get up, only managing to flop over. 


It was then that he noticed a pair of dusty boots, not far from where he 
lay. Their owner hadn’t been there before, he was certain; indeed, he could 
see no tracks leading up to that figure’s current position. Just the figure’s 
shadow, a dark crimson silhouette on the ochre sand. 


“Hello there, pilgrim,” said his rescuer, affecting an accent. “Can I lend 
you a hand?” 


Propping himself up on his elbows, he looked at the offered hand, and 
stared. 


“Lend you a hand. That’s a joke, son,” the figure added, then paused. 
“Well, it will be.” 


Auteur didn’t laugh, but he did accept the help and unsteadily hoist 
himself onto his feet. He was, he noticed, a little taller than the stranger — 
but not as tall as he used to be. 


‘Stranger’? No. He couldn’t see the other Archon’s face, which had, in 
any case, probably changed half a dozen times since last they met — but 
he’d know those eyes anywhere. For just a moment, they stared directly 
into his own, and Auteur knew that he, too, had been recognised. Words 
were unnecessary; names would have been gauche. 


“Am I home?” he asked instead. 


The eyes behind the mask narrowed a fraction — then the figure began 
walking away from him, back towards the distant dome, in wandering, 
ambling steps. The renewed man hesitated for a moment, then began to 
follow; only when he’d caught up did the answer come. If you could call it 
an answer. 


“That’s an interesting question,” the masked one said. 


“IT know, I know,” replied the asker. ““A man can’t step in the same river 
twice, and all that. But seriously — am I?” 


“Oh yes,” came the reply. “Just in time for the funeral.” 
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“So it’s true!” The remark betrayed more excitement than bereavement, 
and he didn’t seem a bit ashamed. “It’s really true. Things are changing.” 


“What goes around, comes around,” the other one mused. “There’s 
something on the wind... The cuckoos are coming home to roost. Not just 
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you. 


The bearded man thought for a moment as they walked. “Gimlet- 
Eyes?” 

A nod. “Him and his boyfriend — you just missed them. But there are 
others. What are your plans?” 


“Oh, I don’t know,” he admitted, embarrassed perhaps at the lack of 
grandeur in what little he had to say. “Make myself pleasant for a while. 
Look for a commission as a historian, perhaps a fixer. I — I need new lives, 
you see. And my talents are employable.” 


“Aren’t they just.” 
“What about you? How is the family?” 


The masked one halted, turning to face him — and smiled. “You tell 
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me. 
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SCENE 11 


As Maritsa reached the end of the tale — she had taken that shift as 
well, despite the strain she felt in her vocal cords after the length of the 
Abstract Tales, because she hadn’t wanted to burden Callum with reading 
who knew how much about Auteur — she looked anxiously at the man in 
black, whose pale flesh was looking deader than ever. If the simple fact of 
having listened to a whole, lengthy tale about him was going to cause him 
to reveal himself, then now would be the moment. 


She stood there for what felt like many long minutes, oddly-aged book 
still in hand, looking back and forth at the other people in the reading room, 
trying her hardest not to make it obvious that it was the man in black she 
was inspecting. But the mysterious man wasn’t giving her an inch. Another 
obvious tell: he still hadn’t given in to fatigue, and had continued to stand, 
stiff as a scarecrow — but now one of his long-fingered hands was rubbing 
his clean-shaven chin, giving him the look of an unduly gothic Sherlock 
Holmes who’d misplaced his pipe. 


In the end, it was Sister Claret who broke the silence. 
“Hah. Meeting yourself... That brings me back.” 


Despite themselves, Maritsa and Callum found themselves turning 
towards her and giving her twin quizzical looks. 


“I keep telling you kids I reincarnate,” she said. “I have before and I 
will again. Well, lots of people have, but the nice thing about being in a 
lovecraftian cult is that you can actually check. After that, all you need is a 
time machine, and voila, you can trade notes with your past and future 
selves. Have some fun together.” 


Maritsa gave her a long, unimpressed stare. “...Do I want to know what 
you mean by ‘fun’?” 


“Oh, there are bits I can’t tell you about until you’re older, you’d better 
believe that. But mainly I mean battling elder gods. A hundred heads are 
better than one when you’re fighting an eldritch swarm of omniscient 
spheres, you know?” 


“Moving on,” said Professor She’hayle, “if I might say a word, I think 
I’ve actually got something this time — if we continue under the 
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assumption that these... rituals... are actually tapping into something with 
real power, at any rate. Perhaps I’m just seeing, ah, patterns in snowflakes.” 


“Go ahead,” the man in black said in his cold, commanding voice. 


“Well,” said the snail, “I doubt that this Auteur character is involved in 
our predicament, or the Gendar — and if Rich and Coloth — those were 
their names, yes? — if Rich and Coloth have made their way to that planet, 
the story gives us no particular reason to believe so. If anything, there is a 
strong thematic thread running throughout the short story, or the novella if I 
may call it that, as I suppose the word-count warrants, if not the 
structure...” 


Within two sentences, the Dean of Literary Studies’ deep, articulate 
voice had settled into that humming, self-involved drone familiar to 
students everywhere as the favoured patter of tenured lecturers who are 
largely making it up as they go along, but confident enough in their abilities 
— rightly or otherwise — that they improvise without the slightest 
hesitation or lingering anxiety that they might say the wrong thing. It was 
familiar to Maritsa and Callum from some of their mentors in the Plume 
Coteries, and they found it more of a quaint, familiar quality than a 
hindrance to keeping up with the Scargotian scholar’s words as he spoke of 
homecomings and familial duties and similes and parallels. 


At last, rather later than seemed strictly necessary or indeed rhetorically 
judicious, he came to the point. 


“Snow,” he finally said, “that doesn’t melt. That, in short, to me, seems 
to be the chief point of tangible connection between the Gendar’s 
predicament and ours.” 


The great, wheel-like head swivelled around, its many pulsating holes 
casting a surprised glance at the blank looks he got in reply to the 
observation. 


“Oh, didn’t any of you notice? We all tracked in a little bit of snow, 
when we fled into this reading room. You humanoids have got it all mucked 
up in your ‘hair’, I have some on the grooves of my shell — inactive, of 
course; if this Snowstorm is alive, and I think it somehow might be, judging 
by the way it was chasing us before, but if it is alive, clearly this much has 
split off from the gestalt — and yet, none of it has melted.” 
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All began checking themselves; Maritsa, with her tight braids, made 
quick work of scraping off the few stray particles that had managed to get 
caught there, while Callum and his wild, unkempt brown mane began to run 
splayed fingers through his curls; they came away flecked with white. 


“Hang on now,” said Sister Claret. “That could just be because it’s 
freezing in here.” 


“But it’s not freezing in here,” said the Scargotian. “Not quite. Oh, it’s 
close. Too close for comfort. But not quite below your human Celsius zero. 
I would know?” 


“Oh, really?” the man in black asked, voice dripping with scepticism. 
“And why would that be?” 


“Because if it were actually freezing,” the giant, moist snail replied, “I 
would already be dead.” 


“*’,.Oh,” was all Maritsa said to that. 


She looked at the few flecks of white on her skin. They felt cold — but 
they weren’t melting, even now. Touching them didn’t feel wet the way 
touching snow typically did, even outdoors when it was still freezing — 
from what little experience she had of that. 


Frowning, she collected a little more of the inert snow from the 
Professor’s shell, and weighed it up in the crook of her palm. It was 
certainly cold, and white, and shiny; the coldness didn’t falter, however 
long she held it against her body, any more than the substance destabilised 
into liquid water. But it... didn’t fee/ like real snow. 


This was — imitation-snow. Ersatz-snow. The idea of snow, completely 
divorced from the idea of water. She glanced at the man in black as 
furtively as he could, her heart giving a pang when she found his icy gaze 
meeting hers for just a second. 


“So,” she asked no one in particular — the Professor, she supposed, but 
in truth she was most eager to hear Callum’s thoughts on the matter, and 
then Claret’s, in that order — “do you think a Lightbringer created this 
stuff?...” 


“It’s... a possibility,“ the man in black said, sounding uncomfortable 
with the idea. “I suppose. But I don’t see how it would give us a way in or 
out of this damned room.” 
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“Pal, you’re talking to a pair of hereditary librarians,” said Sister Claret, 
“plus a dyed-in-the-wool academic and a postmodernist nun. If you haven’t 
heard already that knowing is half the battle, on principle, you better believe 
you’re about to learn.” 


“But the Archons of the Morning Star are dead,” the Professor 
countered. “Deleted from existence, when one of the independents found 
and used the Greatest of the Great Keys. Auteur himself, in fact, by most 
accounts. By the timeline we just learned, this would have been, er, the 
Remembered Auteur, I imagine it would have to be, yes... though now I 
think of it, that doesn’t entirely... Hmm...” 


The snail paused for a moment; from the way some of the orifices on 
his head puckered, the humanoids got the vague impression that he was 
frowning. 


“Oh, no two myths or comic books can agree on who was fighting who, 
where, why, when, how long — I’ve seen entire doctoral theses written on 
the poetic significance of the major points of disagreement and the most 
common answers. But if there’s one universal thread, it’s that the Gods die 
at the end. Everybody in the universe — everybody who’s anybody — 
knows that much. Well, everyone except the Plume Coteries,” he amended, 
“but your Library sits outside Time itself, like the humans’ little exclusive 
afterlife, so it’s understandable you wouldn’t notice.” 


“True that,” said Claret, who seemed terribly amused by this talk of 
deicide Gotterdammerung, for a nun. She turned towards Callum and 
Maritsa. “One moment your ambassadors are tangling with Dracula’s 
troops, the next you land in the Experimental Peace, then first thing in the 
morning you’re welcoming a whole busload of post-War history students... 
Frankly, I don’t know how you cope.” 

“But if —” Maritsa was struggling to keep up, head swimming with 
unfamiliar concepts. “I mean, if the Library can interact with things from 
before the end of the Cosmic War, as you say, then couldn’t the Snowstorm 
be from the War era?” 

“It might even be a weapon of Cosmic War,’ Callum observed, 
“deliberately turned against us. Maybe they aren’t happy about us hiding 
Gabriel — maybe they’ve decided to attack us for real.” 


“Nah,” said Sister Claret. “That can’t be it.” 
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“Why not?” 


“I’m definitely quite a long ways post-War,” she explained, “and what 
with being a minor-grade complex space-time event and whatnot, I always 
get these horrible headaches when I get too close to a pretzel in meta-time 
that I’m not responsible for. But right now? I’m fine. So the Snowstorm 
can’t be related to the War. Any of them.” 


“Er... according to our research,” Maritsa said carefully, “there’s just 
the one.” 


“Hah! Sure, kid.” She snorted in amusement. “Anyway, if you really 
think one of their lot did this — it’s possible. There were survivors. Quite a 
few survivors. You heard what the kid read in that Two Auteurs story. I 
think we can discount the thing about the bottled planet — technically ’'m 
not supposed to know about them at all, and suffice it to say they’re keen to 
keep well-hidden. They might make backroom deals, but they wouldn’t 
launch a massive attack on a well-known public service of their own 
universe like this. No, for my money you’re looking for one of the solo 
renegades. Other than Auteur.” 


“Hmm. Alright,” said Maritsa. “That’s something.” 
She turned the table-lamp off again and began to focus. 


“Hey,” the man in black’s voice rang out through the dark behind 
her. “Hey now. Wait. Remember. Not the culprit. A way out. You’re looking 
for a way out.” 


She ignored him and wrenched a thick issue of some anthology 
magazine out from under a pile of other ephemeral publications, which had 
been piled up horizontally in one nook of the shelf, in defiance of all good 
sense. She squinted at the title of the first story in the book — that was what 
felt right, what felt relevant. 


“Trauma and Tinsel - A Dionus story. ...Sure, that might be what we 
want.” 
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TRAUMA AND TINSEL 


A “Dionus” story 
By James Hornby 


Miara didn’t always have deep bags under her eyes. In fact, she 
remembered a time when her eyes had been a talking point in the 
schoolyard or on the bus home. Back then she’d had everything going for 
her — she’d had a future where she could really succeed, so long as she 
knuckled down with her studies. 


Studying was now one of the last things on her mind, however, as she 
stumbled and skated across frosted paving slabs. Each step felt more 
treacherous than the last, made even more difficult by the long purple fringe 
that insisted on obscuring her vision, whichever way she decided to turn. If 
she had money she’d happily shave it all off and be done with the nuisance 
altogether. Then again, by the rate of the Change recently, she doubted she 
would suffer much longer. 


As Miara continued on her path down the quiet side street, she hastily 
tightened the collar of her fleece, hunching her shoulders. The wind was 
penetrating, biting at her skin, creeping into her bones. 


Miara hadn't been on Veraxis long, but she was very much ready to 
leave. She cast her gaze to the spaceport built into the cliffside above, 
barely visible through the raging blizzard. Even so, the landing lights of 
cargo shuttles pierced the mist. Surely, if they were still coming in to land, 
others must be scheduled to leave. She wondered if luck was on her side — 
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wondered whether, perhaps, one of them might forgo their inventory 
checks, allowing her to slip aboard unnoticed. As an icy breeze brushed 
past her cheeks, she daydreamed about it taking her someplace warm, a 
tropical world, perhaps, where she could make a living serving fruity drinks 
to millionaires. 


The daydream was short-lived, however, as a familiar stirring in her 
stomach roused her from her reverie. Clutching her abdomen, she glanced 
left to right, relieved to see that no one was around. The stirring evolved 
into sharp pulses, coursing through her nervous system, sending waves of 
agony into every corner of her being. The sensation crescendoed and her 
legs gave way beneath her, feet slipping on the icy ground. 


Miara hit the ground with a thump. She was, however, relieved to find 
that the shock and embarrassment of her trip seemed to have negated her 
agony, and the sensation in her stomach promptly subsided. Sucking in deep 
breaths, Miara checked her hands, her new ritual after each Change took 
place. She was dismayed to find her fingers were slender this time, too 
slender. She quickly patted her torso to find that it, too, was rakishly thin, 
her jagged rib cage protruding angrily from her chest. 


Miara imagined that somewhere the monster who did this to her was 
laughing, wherever he was in the omniversal spectrum of possibility. Even 
now, the twisted eyes of his skeletal face remained ever present in her mind, 
tormenting her as she went about her days — or whatever was left of them. 
She cursed his name, and prayed that whichever gods presided over 
existence now had a particularly cruel and just comeuppance in mind for his 
crimes. 


Burying the fires of her resentment deep, Miara forced herself to her 
feet. In her new, scrawny frame, the cold wind tore any remaining warmth 
from her bones; no amount of swaddling would protect her from its 
ceaseless assault. Careful not to slip, she quickened her pace, hoping her 
racing pulse would generate the heat she craved. 


Soon her route took her into the heart of the metropolis. Thickly garbed 
citizens moved like cockroaches from one store to the next, spending 
money on whatever they could lay their hands on. The sight of them made 
Miara’s heart sink. Having no money of her own, she could do little more 
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than watch as they planned for an event she would likely experience in 
solitude. 


Trying her best to ignore the crowd, Miara wandered on, and kept her 
eyes fixed on the spaceport in the distance, still shrouded in a wintry haze. 
She focused her thoughts on where she could go, what she could do to 
reclaim some semblance of the life that was taken from her. She considered 
finishing school, earning a title and carving her own path, but with no one 
to endorse a placement, she would undoubtedly be shipped off to a mining 
facility, where age mattered little when money could be made. She could 
join the military, there was always a war being fought somewhere. Then 
again, a glitching girl with a new appearance every hour wouldn’t fit in a 
place where uniformity was required. It seemed the only option open to her 
was an institution, to be tested and probed until the— 


Her thoughts were interrupted when a child, no older than ten, collided 
with her legs, nearly knocking her off balance. He continued on his way 
with no apology, too caught up in his game to care. Miara sighed. It was no 
use. The merriment of those around her continued to deal foul blows to her 
mood. She chided herself for feeling so resentful — but then again, why 
should they have the happiness she herself had lost? 


The warm glow of a shop window served as a welcome distraction from 
her dourness. An intricate model the Adjudicator Building on Ponten IV 
ignited a childhood memory, untainted by her present: a Christmas Day 
back home, building a replica of the Oblivion Spark, long before its tussles 
with the Mad Mind of Aurichall. Her recollection of building it with mum 
or dad shifted from one moment to the next, but one thing remained: a 
feeling of utter bliss. 


She decided to remain a moment longer, staring through the frosted 
panes as children beamed with delight, racing around with toy blasters and 
action figures. Their lives were their own, futures unwritten. She closed her 
eyes, praying to be like them once more, before — 


Sharp pain knifed her in the gut. She doubled over, leaning against the 
wall for support. 


Her insides bubbled, the painful warning that another change was on its 
way. Panicked, she looked around: too many people. Her heart began to 
race. She scanned the crowd, looking for some opening, some escape to 
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somewhere secluded, anywhere to escape from prying eyes. Unable to find 
anything, she ran, tearing through the crowd like a battering ram. She 
collided with one man so hard that presents showered over everyone 
around, causing reactions ranging from casual annoyance to utter glee. 
Miara herself was neither, fear and adrenaline fuelling her every action. 
Spotting a thin alleyway between shops, she darted for it, anguish rippling 
through her thinning fortitude. 


Reaching the alley, Miara collapsed to her knees, eyes screwed shut as 
agonising waves erupted from her stomach. Each wave tore chunks from 
her fractious grip on reality. She likened it to experiencing a myoclonic 
jerk, only to awaken in someone else’s body — another her's body. Every 
nerve seared in agony, twisting, contorting, second by second as different 
iterations of her potentiality asserted themselves over and over. Muara 
opened her eyes to find plump fingers outstretched on the ground, holding 
up her, much heavier, frame. She exhaled deeply, only to experience 
another wave; her hands now covered in tattoos, depicting bleached bones 
— an artist’s impression of her tormentor. 


An overpowering sense of nausea flooded her senses. Miara spun onto 
her back, ready to hurl at any moment. Then she heard footsteps, soft at 
first, growing closer with each step. 


“Tt’s alright,” a voice told her. “I’m here to help.” 


Too frightened to look, Miara’s adrenaline-flooded mind projected 
images of her tormentor, his ravaged frame hunched over his opus, twisting 
her world — her life — to suit his desires. 


A graceful hand touched her arm, and without thinking she turned to 
look. The face staring down at her was lined with age, yet creased with 
kindness. His mouth was framed by a thinly clipped goatee, the colour of 
ash. He wore a red shirt embroidered with strange patterns and tailored 


black trousers — clothes blatantly unsuitable for the winter-time on 
Veraxis. 
“Who are —” Miara’s question was cut short by the recommencement 


of her gut-wrenching pain, rippling through her limbs to the ends of her 
digits. She screwed her eyes shut, praying for it all to end. 


“My name is Dionus,” said the stranger. 
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Miara tried to clasp her eyes on him again, but found her vision hazy — 
another example of a cruel life she led elsewhere in the multiverse. 


“Can you stand?” he asked. 


Though Miara didn’t want to admit it, she could scarcely see what was 
in front of her, let alone walk. Reluctantly, she shook her head. 


“Don’t worry,” he responded, helping her to her feet. “My ship isn’t far 
from here — Ill get you the help you need.” 


A ship? Despite everything, the words came like music to her ears. She 
had wanted to travel, and here a trip was being handed to her on a platter. 
Unable to perceive her surroundings, Miara struggled on the icy path, but 
her determination held. It didn’t matter one jot who this Dionus was: a 
chance to leave Veraxis was near, and she would do anything to take it. 
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Dionus sat back in his chair, frustratedly tapping the base of his pen 
against his polished oak desk. A mountain of paper and books littered the 
space in front of him. He hoped that somewhere within the collection of 
manuscripts were references to Urizen’s Absence. Even the slightest 
allusion to its location, or even purpose, might be enough to lead him back 
there, to recover what he had lost. 


Plucking the next paper from the pile, he began deciphering its archaic 
language, huffing as soon as it became clear it was little more than 
instructions for building a Temporal Destructor — the Totality had 
experienced more than enough of those. Frustrated, he threw his pen across 
the room, watching as it clattered against the exterior of his timeship. He 
frowned, gaze falling to the floor. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, before rising 
to his feet. 


For a moment Dionus's gaze lingered on the ancient craft. The 
weathered elemental, one of the old breeds who were content to manifest as 
inanimate objects, settled in its guise of an ash bin, quite at odds with the 
rest of the room. His hand twitched, the ember of his earlier lives sparking 
within him — an itch he found very hard to scratch. He pondered taking off, 
searching for another poor soul in need of his help, but soon thought better 
of it. This week he’d already abandoned his task to find Miara — how 
much more procrastinating could he do? Besides, these days he had staff 
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well-trained to perform such tasks for him. New Refuge was a well-oiled 
machine, and he had personal matters to attend to... 


Dionus turned his attention back to the collection of manuscripts, but 
found that the mere sight of them made his eyes roll back into his head. He 
couldn’t sit a moment longer. There was nothing else to it: he needed a 
change of scenery. Rising, Dionus marched across the room, leaving his 
office, and the manuscripts within, to wait another day. 


A few minutes later Dionus stood atop the circular observation dome of 
Clinic 3F, drinking in the tranquillity. From the bleached lighting to the 
vibrational frequency, everything within New Refuge was attuned to aid 
patient recovery. Ignoring the sterile-white walls and featureless rooms, it 
could be considered homely. 


From his position above the ward, Dionus observed the patients below 
as they were tended to his staff. He still found it remarkable that, even in 
this epoch, beyond all the temporal conflicts of the past, how many people 
still required his services. Even without war, Time proved itself a merciless 
beast. 


This particular area of the facility held a particularly diverse set of 
ailments, ranging from mild temporal dysplasia, to full blown chronal 
collapse. Dionus's gaze wandered over the afflicted, from young to old, 
endangered to practically extinct. He groaned inwardly as he failed to locate 
the person he was looking for. 


Raising his palms, a terminal materialised in the air before him. His 
fingers danced across its interface, inserting the search terms of the girl he 
had encountered on Veraxis. The terminal pinged with a result and Dionus 
studied Miara’s profile for her location. 


“Oh,” said Dionus, surprised to find her position almost directly below 
him. As he refocused, Dionus quickly discovered why she had avoided his 
gaze so easily. Dressed in dark clothes with long black hair, Muara sat 
hunched at the corner of her bed, pressed against the wall. From this 
distance, she looked like little more than a shadow. 


A troubled frown swept across Dionus's brow. He checked the terminal, 
this time perusing her patient records. His frown deepened. Her treatment 
was working wonders — and so it should: he'd perfected it in the early 
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days, long before V-Time and the troubles that came after. He expected that, 
within a few weeks, she would make a complete recovery. 


Something still troubled him, however. Full recoveries were also 
expected for other patients in the ward, yet none of them displayed the same 
introverted nature. Another force was at play with Muara, and Dionus 
intended to work out what it was. 


As he watched, Bulladat approached Miara and attempted to speak with 
her. Bulladat was a trusted member of his staff — a Mactoan, and a 
particularly hairy one at that. The instant he spoke, Miara shrank away, 
retreating further into herself. The sight didn’t sit well with Dionus. While 
his staff were very skilled at their work, 1t seemed their bedside manner left 
a lot to be desired. Bulladat continued to attempt conversation, yet still it 
fell on deaf ears. Dionus waved his hands to dismiss the terminal, turning to 
the door to — 


“T thought you were taking a step back from the clinic?” 


His director of treatment was, standing in the doorway, tapping her foot. 
Her angular features carried a distinct look of disapproval. 


“I...” He sighed, unsure how to respond. “It’s the patient I brought in 
— Muara. She seems... different from the others.” 


Ayla snorted, her bobbed hair jiggling in time with her amusement. 
“You mean the fact that she's going to get better?” She smirked. “That's 
a good thing, Dionus.” Her gaze then faltered. “Others aren't so lucky.” 


Dionus huffed his frustration. “It’s not that.” He pointed to Maiara, still 
hunched over in a foetal position on her bed. “Just /ook at her, Ayla. That’s 
not the look of someone getting better, it’s the look of someone in need of 
help.” 


Ayla regarded him fondly. “You’re doing your good samaritan routine 
again, aren’t you?” 


Dionus huffed. “I didn’t create New Refuge to become a conveyor belt, 
kicking patients out the door once their symptoms have faded. People 
should leave Gulliver’s Rest ready to return to their lives, both physically 
and emotionally.” 


“So what do you want us to do?” Ayla asked. 
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“I’m not sure,” said Dionus, poking at his beard thoughtfully. “Do you 
think she has family?” 

Ayla winced. “Given the nature of her affliction, her family were most 
likely retconned out of existence — far beyond our ability to recover.” 


“That’s what I thought.” His forehead creased with concern. “Say we 
cure her of her condition, where do you think that leaves her? What sort of 
life might she go back to?” 


“Whatever she decides to,” replied Ayla. “You know the Totality — it 
always compensates for those we return to their timestreams.” 


“For a girl with no home, no family? I visited the world where she was 
found. There’s no guarantee she would survive its winter.” 


“So what are you thinking?” asked Ayla. “Send her back with pouches 
of gold dust?” 


Dionus scoffed. “You can’t be serious — sending a teenage girl out into 
the world with a small fortune? She’d spend it all within a day.” 


“Then what? Find a life-path for her, set her on her journey... watch 
over her indefinitely?” 


“‘! — of course not.” 


“Good. It’s not our place. Not anymore. Maybe it never was. It always 
leads to trouble in the end... If we did, what if she noticed? What if she got 
angry? Our forebears started wars over less.” 


“Yes, yes, I know. That’s my point exactly. My point exactly.” Now 
Dionus was grinning like an excited schoolboy. “We can only nurture her in 
the time that she’s with us. Her choices must always remain her own.” 


Ayla smiled. “Spoken like a father.” 


Dionus hid his reaction to her comment behind features of steel. “Yes, 
well. Give a human a fish, you feed them for a day; teach a human to fish 
and you feed them for a lifetime. Ulysses told me that, once.” 


“Ul — oh, you mean Sushruta?” Ayla folded her arms. “So full of 
stories, that one was. Is he still —?” 


“T don’t know,” Dionus said simply, gaze distant. 
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With good grace and no unnecessary comment, Ayla accepted the tacit 
request to drop the matter and return to the topic at hand. 


“Well... what you’re proposing is going to take some time. At the 
moment you have a frightened child who won’t let anyone near her. How on 
Alkatan do you plan to win her over?” 


“I’m made of good intentions, not answers.” He smiled. “That’s what I 
need you for.” 


Ayla chuckled, casting her eyes to the sullen teen below. “Alright, old 
man, I’m game. What do you know about her?” 


Dionus shrugged. He hadn’t expected to be shot down so early. “Not 
much,” he admitted. 


“Okay,” said Ayla, “what do you know of her world, then?” 


Dionus thought back to the wintry world of Veraxis. It had been a 
harrowing experience visiting such a place. Admittedly, he had seen little of 
its customs in his time there; he had not dressed for the cold conditions, and 
his present manifestation had most definitely not been designed to weather 
such climates on its own terms. His stay had been short, and his conclusion 
was correspondingly brief. 


“Tt was very cold,” he said. 


“Oh, really!” Ayla huffed. “Surely there must be more to it than that! 
Did you see anyone other than Miara there? What were they doing?” 


Dionus recalled when he first saw Miara, from across the crowded 
square. He hadn't paid much attention to anyone else at the time, but now it 
had been mentioned, details began to emerge in his memory. “They were 
shopping, preparing for some sort of event." 


“An event in the cold weather. Anything else?” 


Dionus's mind was flooded with images of trees and gifts, tinsel and 
cheer; a human custom that endured the generations. He chuckled. Once it 
had even caught his attention, warming his hearts at a time when all hope 
felt lost. 


“Well?” Ayla prompted again. 
He beamed at her all over again. 


“T know exactly what to do.” 
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The next morning, Miara was roused by the sound of bells. She stirred, 
trying to hold onto her dreams, where she rolled in the long grass, listening 
to the crickets chirp and birds whistle, wishing it would last forever. Dark 
clouds subsumed her delight, recent events pushing to the front of her mind. 
Miara refused to open her eyes, refused to believe that she was still here, in 
the empty white hall of chronic recovery. 


The ringing continued, faint, but ever present. For a moment, Miara 
wondered whether she was still dreaming. A rush of excitement coursed 
through her veins, a faint hope that somehow her circumstances had 
changed. Willing to take that leap, she opened her eyes. 


The same white ceiling stared back at her, as blank as the void in her 
soul. 


Miara shut her eyes once more, willing this world to disappear. 
Anywhere was worse than this torment. It almost made her long for the icy 
embrace of Veraxis. At least there things were familiar; here she had no one 
but aliens for company, a constant reminder of the outsider that instigated 
her trauma, reshaping her world until memories of happiness turned to 
nothing but dust in the wind. 


The distant chime refused to desist. 


“What is that?” she muttered to herself, wincing as she feared it might 
spark conversation amongst the other patients. In the end, she needn't have 
worried: she was the only one there, a shadow in the spotlight. Where was 
everyone? These people were patients on path to recovery, some whose 
conditions were far worse than her own. Surely they couldn't have 
recovered already... 


Miara jumped off the bed, the sting of the cool floor prickling her soles. 
Hairs raised on her arms and neck, expecting peril to reveal itself at any 
moment. What was happening? The whole situation unnerved her. The 
room was silent, except for the persistent ringing, unequivocally originating 
from beyond the door. With nothing else to occupy her, Miara headed for it, 
hoping the answers would soon present themselves. 


As it happened, the corridor outside posed only more questions. Where 
her ward was white and lifeless, the corridor was drenched in colour: 
bunting hung from the ceiling, tinsel draped across the walls. After almost a 
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week in the cold and lifeless clinic, the contrast was dazzling. Confused, but 
nevertheless intrigued, Miara followed the trail of adornments, resplendent 
in their festive colours. With each successive step, the chiming grew louder 
— she even began to hear singing. The trimmings ended abruptly at a set of 
double doors. Above them, a sign read “Recreation Room’. Cautiously, 
Muiara peeked around the corner, and was astonished by the sight within. 


A huge Christmas tree, over thirty feet tall, stood proud in the centre of 
the room. From it hung baubles, trinkets in the shapes of angels and doves 
and reindeer — all the simple wonders one could hope for. Above them all 
sat a star, twinkling in triumph like a treasured memory. Around the tree, 
the inhabitants of the clinic were gathered, both patients and staff alike. 
Together they danced in merriment, singing carols and sipping their goblets 
of mulled wine. The whole place had been injected with life and, by 
unconscious tapping of her feet, it had injected her too. 


Without realising it, Miara had already wandered into the room, 
spellbound by the festive spirit permeating its way through all who had 
gathered. 


“Do you like it?” 


Miara turned to find Dionus at her side. She hadn’t seen the clinic’s 
mysterious benefactor since she had been admitted, yet all the questions she 
held for him melted away with the sweet sound of the jingling bells, leaving 
one behind. 


“T hope the star’s alright,” he continued. “I’m a bit of practice at making 
them — and I do realise the typical thing is just to use painted cardboard 
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“What is all this?’ she asked. 


Dionus grinned and took her hands in his. “A little slice of home, from 
all of us here at Gulliver’s Rest.” 


All this... for her? Miara could scarcely believe it. She felt like she was 
small again, attending one of her father’s grand parties, the talk of all 
Veraxis. The potency of the memory hit her like a sledgehammer, leaving 
her reeling. She had been unanchored from her past for so long that any 
semblance of her identity had been lost, and for the first time she’d realised 
how much progress she had made since arriving here. Overwhelmed with 
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emotion, Miara let the memory consume her, and for a moment it was like 
she was there again, the days when Veraxis had been home. 


“I’m sorry you’ve struggled during your time here,” said Dionus, his 
voice laced with regret. “I left the management of my clinic to others some 
time ago. While my staff are more than adept at treating our patients, it 
takes a little more than that to see who is really suffering under our care.” 


As the carolers’ rendition of “Silent Night’ came to a close, a raven- 
haired woman in a black dress approached them. Despite her harsh, angular 
features, her lips boasted a welcoming smile. “We’re about to start up the 
jukebox,” she said. “Would you like to join us for a dance?” 


Miara faltered as Dionus moved to join his colleague. “Come on,” he 
urged. “It takes a lot for Ayla to join in with the festivities, let’s make the 
most of it.” 


Despite her caution, Muara felt herself gravitate towards them, 
especially as Slade’s “Merry Xmas Everybody” began to blare from the 
various speakers hidden about the room. Soon Miara’s hesitancy faded, as 
her arms and legs began to sway in time with the music. She giggled as 
Dionus danced wildly around Ayla, who was awkwardly bobbing from side 
to side. Miara drank every second of the experience. She couldn’t recall the 
last time she’d smiled, let alone laughed. Not a soul in the room was 
exempt from the joy, even as the song ended, and John Lennon’s timeless 
voice continued the cheer with “Happy Xmas (War is Over)”. 


“Ah!” said Dionus with delight, “a particular favourite of mine. I 
haven’t heard it since...” He drifted away into his thoughts, leaving Miara 
to drink in the ambience once more. 


The evening progressed in much the same way. Songs were played, 
stories were shared, and after hours of dancing, Muara retreated to the 
sidelines, where Dionus was waiting with a glass of mulled wine. 


“Had enough already?” he asked in jest. 


“T’ll leave the rest of the dancing to Ayla,” Muara replied, pointing to 
the drunken Sun Builder as she wildly thrashed her head in the middle of 
the dance floor. “She’s putting in the effort for everyone right now.” 


“T hope you’ve enjoyed yourself,” said Dionus. 
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“You know, I really have.” Miara beamed. “I don’t think I ever want 
today to end.” 


Dionus nodded understandingly. “Mh. Do you worry about where you 
will go from here?” 


Miara’s shoulders slumped as the cold dawn of reality came rushing in. 
While, up until now, she had hated almost every second of her being here, 
Miara hadn’t wanted to think about what she would do beyond it. Her 
family was long gone, erased during the torment that began her journey 
here. With no loved ones or shelter, the road beyond her time here held 
nothing but darkness. 


“So wait,” she joked uneasily, “are you telling me this isn’t a prison 
sentence?” 


She was joking now, but truth be told, she hadn’t been so sure, early on. 


“Oh, you’re free to leave whenever you wish,” Dionus said, sensing 
perhaps that there had been a serious edge behind the light-hearted tone. 
“Naturally, we’d prefer that your course of treatment be finished first...” He 
paused, holding her gaze. “Of course, that doesn’t mean you have to.” 


Miara’s eyes narrowed. “Doesn’t mean I have to what?” she asked. 


“Leave,” said Dionus. “If we’d only recognised your pain sooner, your 
time here could have been far less painful. Please, stay and help us do 
better.” 


Miara turned her gaze back to the others, dancing around the tree with 
unwavering glee. Not a frown could be seen on any of their faces. Everyone 
of them felt some form of belonging — why couldn’t she be one of them? 


Miara turned to Dionus with a Cheshire Cat grin. 


“You know, perhaps I just might.” 
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SCENE 12 


At last, Tetra-None returned, nibbling on what looked distressingly like 
a half-eaten gold pocket-watch. Just as the alien closed the door again, the 
printer finally spat out the last page of its dictionary-sized output. The 
progress bar on the computer screen vanished with small digital plinking 
noise, short and to-the-point, yet sounding inconceivably pleased with 
itself. 


“Good timing,” said Coloth. 


Very good timing: he’d also only just finished the story about the space 
ranger and the interesting cold-bugs. 


“Well of course I have good timing,” said Tetra-None. “I’m a Cyclock. 
It’s what we’re for. It’s why the Guardians of Time designed us.” 


The one-eyed demi-woman paused, as though staring at an observer 
only she could spot. “And you can call off the copyright-ships, thanks. 
Completely unrelated bunch of Guardians from whoever you might or 
might not be thinking about right now. The ones /’m talking about aren’t 
even from the Third Universe. Nor this one, come to that.” 


She turned back to Coloth with a pleasant smile, took another bite of 
the pocket-watch, and spoke again. 
“How d’you like the book?” 


“Oh, I liked it very much!” he said at once. “I’d love to meet some of 
these people, after all this is over. Do you think there are any Fenririans in 
my universe?” 
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Tetra thought for a moment. “I think so,” they replied after a while. 
“Though they might not be called that. I’m not quite sure. Well, from the 
looks and sounds of it, you’re friends with a Birdhemoth, so multiverse- 
travel isn’t exactly out of the question. Oh, you'll figure it out. Now, let’s 
see what we’ve got —” 


She snatched the first page from the printed pile, and her face fell. 
eos. 
“What’s wrong?” asked Coloth. 


Tetra stared at him with considerable embarrassment, and handed him 
the piece of paper. It wasn’t the abridged summary they’d expected; in fact, 
it wasn’t any one Wiki page at all, but a second list of results, albeit further 
refined than before. A list of individual items, individual pages, each 
different, none of them helpful. 


“I’m so sorry,” said Tetra. “I should have realised — but it’s the Doc’s 
computer, it’s so hard to use, and yet he won’t share its database with our 
own devices —” 


Coloth stared uncomprehendingly at the list of names which he had 
waited so many hours to see printed. 


“It’s a feedback loop, you see,” the Cyclock continued to explain. “You 
and I looking this up must be part of what the Book describes, and the Wiki 
is nothing if not thorough... Especially this fragment of it — it used to be 
the, what did they call it, the Data Core? — oh, they were famous for how 
seriously they took this sort of thing. Some might say ‘infamous’, and ‘too 
seriously’, but either way...” 


[[The Book of the Snowstorm]], the first line read. 


Then there was [[The Book of the Snowstorm (anthology)|], and [[The 
Book of the Snowstorm (disambiguation)|], and [[The Book of the 
Snowstorm (in-universe)]]... 


...and then there was [[The Book of the Snowstorm (in-universe) (in- 
universe) |]. 


And [[The Book of the Snowstorm (in-universe) (in-universe) (in- 
universe ]]. 
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And [[The Book of the Snowstorm (in-universe) (in-universe) (in- 
universe) (in-universe)]]. 


And on, and on, and on. Wiki pages about wiki pages about wiki pages 
about wiki pages unto infinity, each one an item of fiction unto itself, 
mentioned explicitly, warranting coverage of its own. Coloth flipped 
through the pile of printed pages that sat smugly by the mouth of the 
machine, and saw that past the halfway mark, whole wads of pages were 
taken up with the accumulation of disambiguation terms — “dab terms” in 
the Wiki lingo, Tetra informed her, a bit of shorthand which had apparently 
become very funny for a handful of years for reasons he didn’t really grasp. 


“No, really,” Tetra apologised again. “I don’t mean to go all David 
Tennant on you, but Iam so, so sorry. I should have seen this coming.” 


“It’s — it’s alright,” said Coloth, usually the first to apologise — to a 
fault — and quite uncomfortable to see the tables turned. “Really. I mean, 
got to read a book! I wasn’t unhappy to wait, or anything. I think I needed 
the rest. And if there’s a book about this, everything must turn out alright in 
the end, so Callum and Maritsa have to be fine.” 


“...What sorts of books have you been reading?” Tetra muttered. 
“Nope, never mind, forget it, I don’t think it’d be helpful to have this 
conversation with you right now.” She tilted her head in the vague direction 
of Doctor Know’s computer. “Do you... Do you think I should swing for 
three-times’-the-charm, or...” 


“No, my dear,” said a voice that sounded thoroughly unlike Coloth’s 
soft, projected tones. “I think 1t would be a very bad time for that. A very 
bad time indeed.” 


Now standing in the doorway — how had they not heard the bell? — 
was a tall, black man wearing a long purple coat, with an incongruous stick 
of celery sticking out of its top pocket. 


He did not look happy. 
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LOVE & WAR 


A “Dionus” story 
By Aristide Twain 


LOVE & WAR: A Meta-Historical Investigation of the Dawn of the 
Cosmic Revolution 
By Dr. Olivia Kagg Waldermein, of the Plutonian Academy 
December 2323 


Few researchers today yet deny that the present universal paradigm 1s 
only the topmost stratum of a hefty crust of meta-historical periods — each 
comprising uncountable minor alterations to history in itself, but easily 
identifiable as a broadly cohesive epoch.! Little else, however, seems to 
have been agreed upon in the centuries since the field of Meta-History was 
formally recognised by the Plutonian Academy. Indeed, the most cursory 
overview of the current literature will often lead a neutral observer to 
ponder the truth of Sister Ismari Wan Cordell’s famous bon mot: could it 
really be the case that the history of the formal study of Meta-Time has 
itself been subjected to repeated, imperfect iteration? Might the 
fundamental impossibility of consensus among our ranks find its root cause 
in the simple fact of our literally talking past each other — responding each 
time one retcon too late? Though many Meta-Historians find the thought 
tempting, a simple survey of any other randomly-chosen academic field is 
sure to put it to rest. 


Nevertheless, a handful of propositions have come to be viewed as 
authoritative. Firstly, following what is commonly regarded as the earliest 
Major Space-Time Rewrite,4 a single time-active culture held absolute, 
hegemonic power over the Space-Time Continuum, such that their views 
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and patterns of thinking became deeply ingrained in the very substance of 
reality, from evolutionary trends! to the very foundations of what we think 
of as scientific reality. If all cultures in the Universe speak of ‘Laws’ of 
Physics, as conclusively shown by Beeva and McLock in their 2279 article 
in the Journal of Galactic Lexicology, it is perhaps because they remember, 
deep down, a state of affairs where those Laws partook of a formal, cosmic 
judicial system with its courts, its legislative bodies and even its enforcers. 
Secondly, and no less inarguably, the latest Major Space-Time Rewrite 
appears to have wiped out these beings, at least as an organised powerbase. 
Though the very fabric of Time and Space still bears their unmistakable 
fingerprints, and many cultures in the Universe retain varyingly 
mythologised accounts of the ‘Gods’, only a handful of alleged survivors 
are documented over the entire span of currently-valid history; and 
moreover, many of those claims are less than credible.““! The supermassive 
black hole Sagittartus A* now hovers menacingly at the legendary 
coordinates of the Gods’ Base of Operations, and, as far as current history is 
concerned, it always has. Nothing survives of their gleaming cathedrals and 
domed paradises; all purported humanoid remains in private collections 
have been exposed as hoaxes, most commonly Gendar cadavers with 
crudely-dyed hair. 


And yet, the written word abides. It is not my intent to demean or 
downplay the value of Meta-Archaeology; without the Achronis 
Excavations, for example, we would still know nothing of the Atlantean 
involvement in the Last Great Rewrite.“ However, much of what we know 
now of the Lesser Time Elementals"“, we know not through tangible 
evidence, but through texts which have survived through the meta-epochs in 
causally-unbound collections such as the Plume Coteries’ Library or the 
Babbling Bibliotheque of Gendar. 


In fact, despite praiseworthy attempts to rise beyond mere paraphrase, 
much of the historiography relating to the Time Elementals has been 
content to translate, collate and document these papers. Though undeniably 
useful work in its own right, it is my belief, as it is that of a growing faction 
within the field, that this facile reliance on primary sources has weakened 
the overall rigour of Meta-History. It is high time that we Meta-Historians 
ventured beyond the boundaries of texts marked out by their own authors as 
relating to the Cosmic Revolution in its numberless aspects“!. Somewhere 
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in the stores of the great libraries are all the data we need to reconstruct key 
events of the last palimpsest, ones whose significance was not apparent at 
the time, and which, consequently, no War-era historians saw fit to 
document. We know now that the study of Adversarial Motivation was set 
back decades by the misfiling of certain diaries, which had been incorrectly, 
or at least misleadingly, labelled as alter-universal."“! Too many, however, 
have been content to brand that incident an improbable aberration, freeing 
them from the responsibility of further examining their methods. To this, I 
say simply: no more.'~! And I find no better way to demonstrate the 
possibilities offered by this new approach than to unveil, for the first time, a 
reconstructed narrative of events which I believe occurred in and around the 
Cathedral of Time in nothing less than the final hours of the pre-War 
paradigm. 


This sequence of events begins a few days before the last peace-time 
Eldritch Night celebrations, and ends at the precise moment upon which 
the news of war reached the Lesser Elementals". It does not, however, 
begin in the City of Cobweb and Ivory"®!, Castle Dracula“, the Black 
Sun“, or any other purported stronghold of the Elementals’ loosely 
federated opposition. It did not even begin in the secret heart of the 
Cathedral itself. 


No, the remarkable incident with concerns us today begins some ways 
outside the Cathedral, in the dusty desert wilds, which had yet to become 
quite so thoroughly uninhabitable as the state to which, within a few short 
centuries, constant neutronic bombardment by the less sophisticated 
partisans of the opposition was fated to reduce them. It is easy to fall into 
the trap of assuming that the Lesser Time Elementals dwelled exclusively 
within the Cathedral?4, and certainly this is an image that the citadel- 
dwellers themselves seem to have encouraged. However, researchers have 
long since proven that until the Cosmic Revolution, many of the old 
families still held vast expanses of land outside the citadel, passed down 
through the generations over millions of years; indeed, the retrocausal 
temporal aspects of the planetary multiplication undertaken in the centuries 
before the Revolution’s outbreak would have meant that these estates 
existed in duplicate forms, every bit as ancient, on every one of the 
planetary decoys. 
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Were these fields and estates tended to by a caste of powerless, mortal 
serfs — commoners supporting the Elemental oligarchy? The debate still 
rages. Proponents of the ‘Time Proles’ interpretation of Elemental society 
may claim to have centuries of tried and tested sociological theory on their 
side, not to mention Occam’s Razor; what they have never possessed is a 
shred of proof. I will do my utmost not to belabour the point, but we must 
remember that we are discussing ageless celestial beings who stood at the 
pinnacle of reality itself — elemental forces with the powers of gods — a 
civilisation beyond any level of advancement we can conceive, who 
possessed the means to summon resources from any point in space-time, or, 
if all else failed, to simply generate new matter at their discretion, heedless 
of the laws of thermodynamics!. In short, one must imagine they were 
rather above the dialectics of labour and capital?“ as we understand the 
terms. 


I, for one, deem it more likely that Elemental agriculture served a 
cultural or even ritual purpose — and, as such, was undertaken by beings no 
less empowered and long-lived than their city-dwelling counterparts, albeit, 
perhaps, not quite as widely educated. At the least, experimental gardening, 
as was practised in the Places of Making on colony-worlds such as Earth or 
Cartago, is known to have been a calling for “higher” Elementals.'*2! There 
is some evidence that a fraction of those who dwelled outside the city limits 
were exiles, voluntary or otherwise, who had technically been stripped of 
their lordly privileges?", but even then it appears that such measures were 
more symbolic than anything else, and if I am correct regarding the 
significance of the fields, estates and cattle-herds, it is unlikely that such 
‘outsiders’ would have been permitted within a hundred miles of them, 
forced instead to survive off the land in the wilderness (a nigh-impossible 
task given the biome, and hence, further evidence that such outcasts were 
not actually physically stripped of a Lesser Time Elemental’s biological 
advantages). 


This is all to say that the author of the following extract should almost 
certainly be understood as a senior Elemental in his own right. The original 
of the diary from which I drew this material was held in a private collection 
on a small planet in the vicinity of Betelgeuse; unable to decipher the 
pseudo-Hellenic glyphs'4, its owner does not appear to have realised its 
historical value, having simply been attracted to the handsome gold leaf 
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design. The farmer signed simply Sideridis, a relatively common Elemental 
name, but the geographical clues given elsewhere in the diaries are 
consistent with the position of House Neutronides’s estates as recorded in 
the Cadaster of Urizen; we can thus confidently pinpoint our eyewitness as 
Sideneutronsavaldeveritris, who appears on the list of academic graduates 
identified by Zacharia Chroma,2*! commonly dated to 3678 local years!2! 
before the Cosmic Revolution. The ‘Haz’ briefly alluded to in Sideridis’s 
record might thus be more tentatively identified as 
Hasturmenipolyphagavoltar, who, together with the otherwise- 
undocumented Fabulastonvetermickerrmilipod, had been a part of a 
romantic triad with the Neutronide at the time of graduation. 


[.../ When I came back from the fields, the rain was still 
clinging to the old tree, trickling through the leaves so that it all 
sparkled like the sun on the walls of the Cathedral. We used to sit 
up there, she and I, after I'd found her — me with my back to the 
trunk, her resting her head in my lap, just sort of looking up at me 
with those big eyes. People laugh, or even get mad about this kind 
of thing, but I really did consider her a friend, even if she was only 
a KOO. 


I think that's what keeps the Old Man from really taking it 
seriously. It's a game to a lot of people — even art, to some of 
them, which I can understand well enough. 76's coat was a thing of 
beauty — ochre and flame, like a morning sky. But to me — to 
me, they really are just friends. Just my friends, some of the best 
ones I've got. That's close enough to blasphemy, to plenty of 
people — the idea that one of us, one of our kind, might be friends 
with things like that. Lower things, they'll tell you. Not as smart, 
and not nearly as important. 


Well, not that I'd exactly bring it up in the Cathedral, but I 
think that's a load of witch-talk. Yes, I know 76 isn’t the brightest. 
I know she’s not going to learn five billion languages, even if we 
find her again. Only, what’s the use in learning all the languages 
out there, supposing we never try to talk with things that can’t 
learn ours? When I play with the kowc, and especially when I look 
into 76's eyes — well, I don't think you could ever convince me 
that they're any less important than we are. 
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But people don't want to believe that. I think it scares them, 
almost. As far as they're concerned, even one of our own Ko@c 
might as well be something from beyond the skies, and if it's 
beyond the skies, it may as well not exist. Doesn't matter how 
much I try — I don't think that'll ever change. Does anything? 


Point is, she was taken, just like the last three were, and that's 
what the Old Man refuses to believe. I know what they say; I 
know nothing's supposed to be able to get into the bubble without 
permission. I know he thinks that she's only hiding somewhere out 
there, if he even cares to think that far. But I know what I saw. 


The sky was sort of wet and ragged around the edges when I 
went out to the fields this morning, almost dripping into the 
ground where it met at the horizon, like the whole world was just 
one of those manual paintings Haz keeps around. The suns were 
peering out from behind the clouds, not much more than a smear 
of light on each side of the sky — a kind of reflection of a proper 
sunsrise, enough to squint by. There was rain on the air, and that 
was what had me worried — because ever since 289 was taken, I'd 
been keeping watch every day, and we hadn't lost another one yet. 
But in a rainstorm, with clouds covering the sky? There wasn't a 
chance I'd see them, not until it was too late. 


You can't really herd komc when they're in the mood to play“, 
but I tried as hard as I ever have this morning. I figured — if I kept 
them all with me, if we all sort of huddled beneath the tree, it 
might be alright till the storm passed. But that's a fool's game, and 
I knew it wasn't going to work. The best I could do was get lucky. 


I almost thought I had, I really did. The rain fell hard, and 
there was wind into the bargain, and I could barely see a thing — 
but Kowc don't want to be out in that kind of weather, either, no 
matter how playful they're feeling. They were all coming in from 
the storm, and I'd actually managed to get almost the whole herd 
into the barn despite everything. I thought, just for a moment, that 
I wasn't going to lose any more of them after all. And then I saw it. 


People really do laugh when you tell them that something's 
been taking your kows — doesn't matter if they know how much 
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you care about them, they laugh all the same. The way they 
looked at me when I first told them, I think most of the House 
were expecting me to say that it'd been Vampires, or Cheshire 
Cats. But if they'd seen it — if they'd seen it, they wouldn't laugh. 


The rain was still coming, and I saw that same flash of light, 
bright as the suns, streak across the sky — only, with the clouds 
covering it this time, it shone through them, looking like a mass of 
lightning rolling silently over the fields. I knew it was coming, and 
I bolted the barn door, praying by the Minds and all of the Great 
Powers that all of the kowc were inside. 


And they were. That was the scary thing. 


The clouds ruptured, leaving wisps of foam trailing from the 
wound. It was a surreal sight, the kind of thing you see in a 
nightmare — everything just about normal, but physics not quite 
working like they should, so you know that something's really, 
really wrong. Lights of every colour were churning and flashing 
behind the storm, and I could see its shadow through the gloom — 
spinning as it drew nearer. 


And then it came down from out of the sky above, the same as 
I'd seen it three times before. Massive and shining, perfect 
geometry — almost like a thing of Fractallax, or what the 
Mappers! wrote of the Unfinite — and gold as the Cathedral — 
that was what scared me. Most people are more afraid of things 
that are obviously different, obviously from somewhere else — but 
this? This looked like home, and it was terrifying. A great rigid 
disk, humming as it descended — great glowing pupils of light 
sluggishly opening all along its underside, looking almost like it 
was casting its gaze across the whole of the field, which was 
rippling beneath it. It dwarfed the barn — would have fit on the 
top of a Cathedral dome — and its shadow spread as it came 
closer, growing outwards like nightfall. The kowc could tell 
something was wrong, even in the barn — they were as scared as I 
was, or more. 


I just kept looking at the disk, praying that it would go away, 
that it would leave my poor Kowe alone. For a moment, I thought it 
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would, because there wasn’t a single one in the field for it to grab. 
But, see — that’s when it happened. 


The light which rippled forth from its eye looked the way I've 
always imagined the fury of a caldera unleashed, a wavering 
ghostly glow which shimmered like a stark-white aurora as it cut 
through the air. It was horrible, like a twisted corruption of the fire 
of renewal, put to some evil purpose. It struck the barn, and I 
heard the wood splintering as 76 was pulled up through the 
shimmering ghost-light and swallowed. And then it was gone, and 
the skies — which had almost seemed like they were holding their 
breath — unleashed the rains once more, pounding down from out 
of the clouds as if to drown out any sign that it had ever been here 
at all. But our“! barn was ruined, and 76 was gone. She was taken. 
The rains can’t ever hide that, no matter how much the others wish 
I'd forget what I saw. 


No one believes me, least of all the Old Man=2!. I guess I can 
understand that. But I know what I saw, I really do. And I wish 
everyone else wasn’t so convinced that kowc are inferior and 
unimportant and not worth looking into when they get taken away. 
Because if everyone stopped spending all day tuning out 
everything they don't want to see, maybe they'd take a minute to 
look up at the skies and believe me. 


Tomorrow, I shall [...] 


The rest of the page is illegible, owing to the aforementioned private 
collector seeing fit to practise his signature over the gold foil. Had the 
document not been given up to the dubious care of this individual, however, 
it is likely that its significance would have remained clearer — for it is my 
belief that Sideridis’s intention, one which he carried out to completion, was 
to directly present his suit to the First Sphere, or Presidential Council=!, the 
ruling body of the pre-Revolutionary L.T.E.s. Unfortunately, this session of 
the First Sphere, if indeed it occurred, is not among those whose records we 
have retained. 


The hypothesis can however be substantiated if we read between the 
lines of Transcript 96-Alpha-1.1.4 from the 2276 Fractallaxian data 
breach®!. Though shorn of metadata or any explicit indicator of context, 
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96-Alpha-1.1.4 is usually understood to have been a confidential transcript 
of a priority communication between the leader of one of the Elementals’ 
planetary bases — that is to say, the local ‘God’ or ‘Supreme Being’ — and 
the leader of the Space Lords of Fractallax, the second-oldest, second- 
wisest race in Creation and as such, one of the few cultures the L.T.E.s 
acknowledged as near-equals.*! Fractallax, of course, was not destroyed in 
the Last Great Rewrite, and remains a respected member of the intergalactic 
community, though their position in a galaxy far beyond Earth’s observable 
horizon has limited cultural exchange with the human diaspora to date, and 
they generally keep to themselves. 


Suppressing the theory that they retained aberrant knowledge of their 
dealings with the L.T.E.s after the L.G.R. is something in furtherance of 
which some suggest that considerable political pressure has been brought to 
bear behind closed doors, or indeed from the balconies of penthouses 
located in very high towers?®!, which I regard as highly compelling 
evidence in its favour. 


leases | 
F: ...saying you’re complicit, your Majesty; we’re not saying 
anyone is complicit. But we all know — 


G: [Shushing noises] 
F: No, but I mean, you know was well as I do — 
G: [Shushing noises intensify] 


F: Oh, come on. This is a secure communications channel. 
Nobody’s going to be listening in. 

G: They don’t have to. You keep logs — you keep recordings. 
Don’t think we don’t know. We know everything. 


F: Not quite. Oh, you know everything in your noosphere; but 
then, that’s a little tautological, isn’t it? Look, I’m not saying 
they’re working for you. Of course they aren’t, after you went and 
stabbed them in the back. 


G: [Terse] We... terminated the arrangement. 


F: You’d have terminated the species, if you could have gotten 
away with it. In fact, I think you tried. I think you tried and you 
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failed. Bold move, sending the same guy whom you were 
originally trying to — 
G: [Extremely urgent shushing noises] For Powers’ sake — 


F: See, we know lots of things, too. Which brings me neatly onto 
my next point: we know it was them, we know it for a fact, so 
don’t you try that hoary old line of argument. You might have 
superior technology, but a hyper-space video-phone™ is not 
beyond our powers, I can tell you that. Within a day of the security 
breach in our hangar bays, they opened a new top-security 
shipyard — 


G: Bah! Coincidence! 


F: — and within the week they were field-testing crafts that 
looked distinctly like large, floating Christmas baubles#2! — 


G: [More hesitant] Well, it’s a big universe — 
F: — field-testing them, might I add, near the Gorgon’s Rift. 
G: [Long pause] ...Ah. 


F: Now, I’m only a humble Space Lord, not one of you oh-so- 
omniscient Watchers from On High. I can’t categorically state that 
the Hyperspace Tyrants have just stolen a wad of Shapeship- 
related trade secrets from Fractallax and brought them back to s — 


G: [Interrupting] I do wish you wouldn’t call them Hyperspace 
Tyrants. It makes them sound like — 


F: — one of us? At this rate, they will be by lunch-time! Do 
something, you big scaly nitwit. 


G: Why should we do something? You do something! We don’t do 
things. Things are foremost on the list of what we do not do. We 
have mastered masterly inactivity. You cannot possibly expect us 
to break a ten-million-year vow of non-intervention just because 
some silly little empire with mid-level telekinesis and an army of 
clone troopers copied all of your notes — 


F: So get the Mathematical Bureau to do it! Or the Agents of 
Providence — 
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G: The Agents of Providence do not take their orders from me! 
And neither does the Bureau. Actually, there’s no such thing as a 
Bureau. 


F: Well, of course not. What a thought. Now go ahead and order 
them to do it. 


G: [Exasperated] I can’t! They’re busy! You know full well about 
the Multiplication’s projects, and as for the Subtraction, the 
Addition, the — look, all operations are currently busy. You have 


no idea what’s been happening, no idea at all — 
F: Oh, don’t I? Well. What about your military? 


G: It’s not ready y — I mean, we don’t have a military. Of course 
we don’t. Why would we need one? Perish the thought. 


F: [Pause] I don’t know how you’ve managed to stay in charge all 
this time. 


G: Frankly, I’m not sure I have. Ever since we put the 
Multiplication’s planetary obfuscation project“! into effect, the 
chain of command has been dreadfully confused. At least two of 
my counterparts are each claiming their Morning Star is the master 
copy, and that’s only out of the eight I know about; I’m fairly 
certain they’ ve — 


F: I meant you as a species. 
G: Oh. 


F: Never mind. Look, it’s all very well as long as they stay in 
Hyper-Space, but we both know it won’t stop there, don’t we? 
They’ve never been known for their sense of restraint. Let the 
Tyrants get their hands on our dimensional technology, and they’ ll 
start running riot over normalSpace as well, and all the other 
planes while they’re at it. The entire Third Universe“! will be 
their giant clam. That makes them your responsibility. Might I 
remind you, under the terms of Merediah’s Compact, we are not 
permitted to intervene in normal-space on security grounds — 
while you have a responsibility to safeguard our intellectual 


property. 
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G: Your Holiness, I am running out of ways to tell you that I do 
not have the adequate forces — 


F: [Shouting] We are being flattened by the gravitational pull of 
your ‘inadequacies’, Supreme Being! For crying out loud, we’re 
not talking about some evil from the dawn of time, here. It’s the 
stunted little imperial bastards who think a very, very big laser gun 
for disintegrating planets is the height of military strategy? If you 
can’t deal with people like them, how do you expect to survive for 
one week against the — 


G: Alright, alright. You’ve made your point. [Sigh] Look. You’re 
obviously much better informed about the state of our defences 
than you’ve been pretending to be. I give in. What, actually, do 
you want me to do? [Beat] And quickly, please. I have a cabinet 
meeting in fifteen minutes — House Neutronides has played on 
some old debts, called some kind of emergency session. They say 
it’s important, which probably means it isn’t. I swear to Los@), if I 
have to listen to another farmer ranting about flying discs — 


F: [Interrupting] You said you were in a hurry. Do you want my 
advice, or not? 


G: Yes, yes. Apologies. 


F: Attacking the Tyrants on their own terms would be a rubbish 
idea even if you had the godpower“. Do you want people to think 
you have anything to prove relative to some blowhard galactic 
emperor and his tinpot army? No. You negotiate. 


G: Oh. But how? Do I just — threaten them? 


F: No, no. Carrots, not sticks! As their own leader once said, all 
life desires something. What do the Tyrants value? 


G: Well, that’s easy. Themselves. Doesn’t everyone? 


F: [Beat] I’m not commenting on that last bit. But yes. Correct. 
So, you propose an exchange. Our schematics for their people 
back. 


G: That would imply that we had any to give back. 
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F: Sons of Merediah, give me strength. Supreme Being, do me a 
favour — I know wyrm forms are all the rage this season, but next 
time you recorporate yourself, try to spring for a body with a 
brain, alright? 


G: I beg your pardon? 


F: Time ships, you absolute dunce. Remember those? The basis on 
which your entire civilisation is founded? Now, tell me if I’m 
going too fast for you. You summon a guy — there has to be one 
currently-unaffected Lightbringer somewhere on your planet, 
some guard you can afford to spare? You summon a guy. Then, 
you give him command of a time-active prison ship. Then — are 
you following? — then you send the guy back in time to a point 
slightly before they stole our schematics, and you scoop up a 
battalion of their galactic army like a whale slurping krill. Not the 
ones who’d have committed the theft, of course, and not the whole 
fleet; we wouldn’t want to cause a paradox, would we? But 
enough to send a message. A couple of millions, something like 
that. And you let the other Tyrants see what you’ve done, so they 
know for a fact that you’re the ones with their missing soldiers. 
And then — 


G: — we have the agent warp back here, and we contact the 
Tyrants’ throneworld with an ultimatum. Yes. I see. That might 
work. That might work! 


F: Oh look, we got there in the end. No need to thank me. [Beat; 
jocular] But if it comes off, don’t you dare take credit for this with 
old Gimlet-Eyes. 


G: Gimlet-Eyes? 
F: You know, the dangerous-looking one, on that other decoy- 


world#!, Discount Saruman. The old Brittonic war god“... The 
one who’s actually in charge. 


G: [Stunned silence — then, embarrassed] I say, old chap, don’t 
let her* on Old Number One"! hear talk of that kind. Treaty or 
no treaty, she’s summoned Subtraction assassins for less. Trust me, 
none of us are taking sides on who’s actually in charge, not on 
record. 
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F: Yes, well, it’s not you, 1s it? 
G: Well, no. 


F: No, it’s not. Alright. Nice talking to you. Good luck with the 
pest control. ...And with that farmer of yours. 


G: Thank you. I’Il need that. 
[Transcript ends] 


An impatient reader might be tempted to complain that I might have 
included a much shorter extract than I have done, and still gotten the point 
across regarding the relevance of all of this to my conjectures on the 
Sideridis diaries; such a reader, however, would do well to go over 
elementary texts on the Adams-Cjelli Fundamental Interconnectedness 
Theorem, of which the rest of this essay is poised to function as a highly 
compelling empirical demonstration. 


A slightly more perceptive reader might query the insistence on 
obtaining a pilot, albeit untrained, for such a routine mission. It is easy to 
forget, so familiar are the humanoid Greater Time Elementals of 
Revolutionary-era generations, that for the vast majority of the pre- 
Revolutionary paradigm’s existence, the temporal vessels of the L.T.E.s 
primarily manifested as inanimate objects — time machines in the vulgar 
sense. These primitive G.T.E.s were certainly sentient, but this appears to 
have been more of a cumbersome side-effect of the sheer complexity of the 
eleven-dimensional matrices involved than a desired feature of the 
constructs, and the resulting consciousnesses were not easily able to 
interface with the material world. In practice, whatever awareness they 
possessed, these early ships were little more than mobile, dimensionally 
anomalous boxes; some texts acknowledge their semi-organicity but present 
them as more vegetable than animal, likening them to such lifeforms as 
trees, fungi, or coral reefs. 


Indeed, there is reason to believe that the ship selected by the Supreme 
Being to carry out the plan suggested by the Space Lord was not even a 
proper timeship of the early generations, but an even more antiquated 
prototype hardly worthy of the Elemental designation — embedded into a 
genuine solid-matter shell instead of being fitted with the ability to manifest 
mathematically-projected shells by sheer force of will. These rudimentary 
‘arks’, possessing little in the way of ancillary systems, were flown into 
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deep-time by the earliest L.T.E. explorers, and were crucial to the 
implementation of the First Great Rewrite!, but they had already been 
abandoned by the institution of the Mappers’ Guild, as the completion of 
the Cosmic Genesis rendered such crude devices wholly redundant. 


Considering most L.T.E.s’ documented, congenital lack of creativity, it 
should come as no surprise that the Supreme Being also followed the Space 
Lord’s offhanded recommendations to the letter in the matter of selecting a 
pilot, and sought a guard. It is well-documented that up until the outbreak of 
the Cosmic Revolution, individual noble houses within Elemental society?4! 
maintained ceremonial honour guards. Their members were, in essence, 
celestial examples of “those fine men” about whom Sir Terry Pratchett once 
wrote: 


They may be called the Palace Guard, the City Guard, or the 
Patrol. Whatever the name, their purpose in any work of heroic 
fantasy is identical (...)®2! 


It is important to understand how out-of-place such men — and they 
were men, by professional requirement, in outward appearance if not 
necessarily inward inclination — would have begun to feel on the eve of the 
Cosmic War’s official outbreak. As the Supreme Being’s words in the 
Fractallaxian transcript not-so-subtly betray, the L.T.E.s benefitted from a 
number of portents, defections and anonymous tips which allowed them to 
know the War was coming long before the actual first shot, and, 
accordingly, to prepare. Various measures had been put in place, not least of 
which the materialisation of entire armies woven from the biodata of the 
L.T.E.s themselves or, in a few notable cases, from the extrapolated 
chronogenetics of one indentured servant or another. Even high-born 
Archons who had been created and raised for peace had begun preparing for 
conflict, experimenting with much more fearsome manifestations than the 
amiable humanoid elders whose faces they had previously been content to 
wear, = 


Nevertheless, dragons, gargoyles and swirling vortices of electrified 
plasma would have been wholly unsuitable for standing watch on either 
side of the door to a House Patrician’s study or bedchamber, ready to 
dramatically cross halberds to block an unwelcome visitor’s way. The 
guards’ limited task rosters did not permit such experiments in self- 
reincarnation, nor would most of these steadfast old fogeys have been 
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expected to take to such a lifestyle if it had been open to them. Most of 
them slept on the job — however humanoid their bodies, L.T.E.s were 
famously capable of taking cat-naps while standing up — and occupied the 
small hours of their nights nurturing an endemic journaling habit, filling the 
shelves of the great libraries with diaries of such fastidious repetitiveness 
that even the hundreds of such volumes which have reached our epoch in 
properly-labelled and legible™! form have barely been called upon by the 
Meta-Historical field.2=! 


Dionusavarnapexiandal and Sugashanisit were not exceptions to this 
rule, which may come as a surprise to some, especially considering the 
former individual, whose status as one of a few likely-authentic L.T.E.s 
surviving into the modern age is well-known to the scientific community. 
Dionus’s diaries have escaped public notice for the simple reason that he 
stopped keeping them as soon as his life became interesting®", while Susit’s 
have flown under the radar for the equally prosaic, if somewhat more 
puzzling reason that they and the Dionus diaries are the only textual 
evidence that any such person ever existed.-4 Both sets of journals are 
principally filled with the same droning narrative of comings, goings, 
protocols, crossed halberds, and exchanged knock-knock jokes to while 
away the long centuries of tedium. However, the final chapters of both, 
representing parallel perspectives on the same remarkable event, constitute 
the essential point of our analysis. 


Even with the considerable willpower required to wade through these 
texts, I do not, of course, claim to be the first to examine the chapters in 
question, whose somewhat more action-packed contents had not gone 
unremarked upon. However, they had never been analysed in tandem, let 
alone in light of the evidence presented earlier, which prevented any holistic 
understanding of the event in which Dionus and Susit were to play a 
pivotal, unrewarded role. 


Susit, it must be said without further ado, was evidently the guard 
requisitioned by the Supreme Being for the Tyrant-hunting mission. With an 
L.T.E. writer’s typical disregard for what other species might regard as 
interesting or noteworthy, Susit’s diaries do not, in fact, contain any 
information on the journey, or even the mission briefing which must have 
preceded it; the relevant entry simply confesses that the writer was forced to 
remove [him]self from his proper posting for an extended span of time on 
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this day, returning only at a late hour, and finding [his] partner much 
aggrieved to have seen [him] vanished. 


Thus, it is to the Dionus testimony that we must turn for a fuller account 
of Susit’s return to the Morning Star, albeit not the preceding journey. 
Indeed, following a blow-by-blow account of everyone who walked past his 
posting on that day, none of whom asked to be admitted into Lord 
Revellio’s boudoir, Dionus writes: 


(2) 

Shift was nearly over when Susit came back. Poor old thing 
looked tired as he shuffled down the length of corridor®; I 
watched him all the while, thinking of the past. I think we’ve been 
at this posting for one hundred and forty-one Yeapo now. 


A blink in both our lives, but enough to get to know each 
other, to know the limits and the most minute expressions of each 
of our current bodies. I knew what it meant for him to stop, once 
in a while, to catch his breath; I knew just how much real 
satisfaction and how much politeness there was to the curl of his 
lips whenever he paused to look up at me in the distance, and 
smile, and wave, assuring me that he was just coming. There was a 
sheen of sweat on what I could see of that aged, dark-brown skin 
of his; not from the effort of walking down this corridor, I realised 
well enough, but from the worries and excitement of the mission 
he’d just completed, which had added a fraction more of a 
crease! to the lines on his forehead. 


I'll miss that face. I don’t think it has long left in it, especially 
if the old boy’s going to accept high-stress assignments left and 
right at his age. In fact, last I broached the subject, he was still 
refusing to ask his Patrician! or mine! for an extension'™!. Daft 
old git. The thought of a Last Will and Testament'! with his name 
on it, sitting on my doorstep, was still on my mind when he finally 
reached me; perhaps I shouldn’t have but mentioned it to him 
again as I was handing him his halberd, which I’d been holding up 
for him in my remaining hand. 


“Susit,” I told him, “Susit old man, you really have to get out 
of this body.” 
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Perhaps unsurprisingly, he got sulky. I never say the right 
thing. It was so thoughtless of me — I know he put a lot of work 
into sculpting all of his three-dimensional manifestations, I do; I 
know he’s proud of them. And indeed, I truly didn’t mean that I 
didn’t like this one. Truthfully I think it’s rather handsome. The 
face alone is already a triumph. Bald heads aren’t my preference, 
but the proportions are really very nicely done, the skin tone is 
remarkable, and he’s got eyes you can get lost in for hours and 
hours. I’m sure I must have mentioned them at some point in these 
diaries‘=!; our posts on either side of Revellio’s door aren’t quite 
side-by-side, but in a sort of V shape, so that we can look at each 
other at length as we go about our duties — or stand about them, 
anyway. I’ve spent quite a lot of time looking into those eyes. 
Cotillions, revels and other social occasions, not to mention the 
occasional bout of armed conflict against our short record of 
rowdy intruders, have allowed me to see that the rest of his body is 
no less successful a creation. 


No, what I meant was simply that it was in poor condition. I 
have no desire to see him rot where he stands, yet the body is 
clearly past its prime; one of the hearts stopped beating decades 
ago, and he’s made no effort to repair even that. But he didn’t 
seem to look at it that way. 


“T can still serve,” he said, glowering at me; I shrank back. “Or 
didn’t you miss me?” 

Of course I did, | wanted to say. Of course I missed you. This 
day without you was longer than the sum of all the days we’ve 
served together. 


But that seemed like quite a silly thing to say to your coworker 
after one day’s absence, albeit a coworker of many years. I 
hesitated for a while, then simply shook my head, I suppose rather 
lamely. 


“No, no,” I told him. “Of course I didn’t — that is, I did — 
that is, I did miss you.” 


“You poor boy,” he laughed. I should have minded the 
familiarity — he might have been my senior by a good few 
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millennia, but I’m no springtime youth — yet I just stood there 
and smiled back at him. I could see the grumpiness melting away 
already. That’s Susit for you; never stays in one mood for too long. 
Perhaps that’s why he doesn’t see the point of getting new bodies; 
he’s never needed that to turn himself around. 


Case in point, a moment after the laugh died down, I saw 
something sad flicker on that old face, and looked at me again 
with heavy eyes. 


“Ah, Di,” he said, “I keep wondering how you’ll get on 
without me.” 


“Kept wondering, you mean?” I replied, hoping I was right to 
correct the tense. “But you made it back safely. It’s alright now.” 


“T think you Anow what I mean,” he said, dashing my feeble 
self-delusion. Now he was grave, serious, almost solemn. “T 
think... I’m tired. I’m tired, Di. Tired of this planet, these people... 
Tired of standing around here all day, even if it’s with you. And 
Pll admit, this old body of mine is wearing thin.” 


“Then get a new one!” I implored him. “I'll — let you have 
one of mine, even. It’s no bother. You can’t just — can’t just let 
yourself —” 


“Oh, I’m not about to keel over,” he chortled. “No, this body’s 
got a few centuries left in it. But I don’t want to waste them here 
— nor wear it out before its time by running around on secret 
missions. I’m not thinking of death, old friend, I’m thinking of 
retirement.” 


“Retirement? Retirement where?” 


“Somewhere — anywhere. They have a programme for it. Not 
many people sign up, but if you agree to give up your timeship for 
rehoming, they can send you on your way to golden years on a 
mortal planet. I quite like the sound of Gendar, but that’s just a 
thought.” 


“T — but can’t I —” I stammered. ...come with you? was what 
I wanted to say, but it was madness. My career was barely getting 
started. “I mean, wouldn’t you get lonely?” I finished lamely. 
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“T say, Dionus, is that a proposal?” he chuckled at me again, 
as I burnt redder and redder. “Oh, Pll manage. Like I said, I don’t 
intend to just waste away in some retirement home — may as well 
stay here if that was where my hearts lay. Cause let me tell you, 
Di, I’ve still got it. A rubbish little ship they’d gotten me, and 
those clone troopers are no laughing matter, but do I give up? Do I 
heck!” 


I could tell this was turning into one of his war stories, and I’m 
always happy to listen to those. 


“Go on,” I said. “There's still time to kill in this shift.” 
He laughed. “You first,” he said. 
“Me?” 


“Ever since I came back from the Universe,” he told me, 
“everything’s been really off. Now, I wasn’t expecting a hero’s 
welcome or anything, but no one even seemed curious. I stepped 
onto the docks saying, hey, don’t mean to toot my own horn, but I 
got the bastards, and they ask me, what bastards? And as soon as I 
said it was them, nobody paid any attention to me. It’s like their 
minds are elsewhere.” 


“People don’t talk to me much, either,” I said. I wanted to hear 
the story; I hear my own voice often enough. Hearing his is much 
more my speed. I wanted to keep him talking. 


“Oh, don’t give me that,” he laughed again, and sort of patted 
my cheek. “You’re a good listener. Surely you’ve noticed 
something on the grapevine™!.” 


I sighed and, of course, owned up to what I knew. Just political 
talk, in truth, the likes of which we’d been hearing on and off ever 
since the Duskerides’ little success story went mad, with all the 
troubles that followed. For countless centuries, the fact that we 
risk finding ourselves at War any day now has been the one 
certainty upon which the whole of our people could agree — yet 
we have agreed on nothing else'#!, be it where, with whom, or 
what ought to be done about it, if it is even preventable. 


Everything, it seems, was about to change. 
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Dionus’s subsequent summary of the rumour is of unwieldy length, 
downright choking with anecdotal digressions regarding the Avarnide’s 
thoughts on the matter, the identities of the people from whose telepathic 
aura he plucked a given piece of information, what he intended to have for 
dinner that night, and the many wonderful nuances of Susit’s eyes as the 
other Elemental heard him retelling the story. It is preferable, at this point, 
to briefly dip into Susit’s own account of the day’s events, which, in 
contrast to earlier volumes and the aforementioned guard-diary norms, was 
written in a clipped, almost excessively condensed style, for a very good 
reason which will become apparent by the end of the present essay. 


(a3) 
Things I learned today: 
e The Hyperspace Tyrants are actually quite dumb. 


@ Dionus looks cute when he’s blushing. (No, I 
already knew that.) 


® Apparently, the First Sphere have received an 
official communication from the people we’re 
supposed to be fighting, and they’re going to come 
round to try and work out a peace summit before 
anybody has to actually fight anybody else. (Come 
to think of it, I don’t know why we bothered with the 
whole Multiplication charade if we were just going 
to open them a flight corridor to the Cathedral once 
they asked nicely, but oh well. I don’t make the 
rules.) 


(...) 


The reason why this summit is not usually recorded among the list of 
interactions between the L.T.E.s and their opponents is no great mystery. 
Returning to Dionus’s diaries, we are lucky enough to find that he 
personally bore witness to the arrival of the deadly ambassadors; it seemed 
it had been scheduled some time after the end of his and Susit’s shift 
guarding Lord Revellio’s study. 
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There we find our answer, for the very first description of the supposed 
ambassadors, though it elides certain key details due to what Dionus 
probably thought of as a sense of decorum, is sufficient to determine that 
the individuals who had made their way to the Cathedral of Time under 
pretence of negotiations were in no way, shape or form connected to the 
forces of primordial darkness which had begun churning at the far edges of 
the Archons’ Creation. 


(can) 

It was overwhelming. We had all gathered in the Westerly 
Gashani Narthex — that was where the diplomats had said they 
would arrive, and it was bigger than I remembered; perhaps the 
Patrician had been called upon to adjust its dimensions to the 
occasion. 


It seemed now like a huge arena, filled to the brim with our 
kind. There is a feeling which we gods often induce among the 
lesser species — a kind of awed, helpless thrill as, melting 
amongst a crowd, you feel yourself carried by the tide of a major 
historical turn. It is what an ape feels when it sees on a monitor 
that one of its kin has set out on the Moon for the first time. Not, 
as such, something we’re supposed to feel for ourselves; we’re not 
supposed to have a history, in the first place. We should be eternal. 
That’s what we were taught. But I suppose that timeship had sailed 
quite a while back. That thrumming thrill filled the air, almost 
palpable as millions upon millions of us gathered as close as we 
could muster around the cordoned area where the aliens’ vessel 
was slated to materialise. 


His Majesty Felixian III‘, Supreme Being of our Third 
Homeworld, had of course made an appearance, complete with a 
droning, self-aggrandising speech. Before he began to read, he saw 
to the lighting personally, making a show of creating a great, 
blazing star and raising it up to the ceiling like a chandelier, its 
relative dimensions adjusted to fit within the large, but not infinite 
room. It’s a cheap trick, but politicians love that sort of thing. 
Eldritch Night, the New Yeap, a Presidential inauguration — you 
name it, you can bet there’ll be someone in one of the higher 
Spheres to put on a needlessly cosmic lights-show. 
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It’s a waste, really, but I understand the thrill of it. Our 
ancestors mastered the art of Sun Building, yet how many Archons 
alive today have had the chance to practise it outside a classroom? 
Our ancestors did their jobs too well; they left us as custodians of 
a self-sufficient clockwork universe, its skies already lit up, every 
world rotating properly. I have this urge, deep within me, to fix 
things, to mend and heal, but I can find nothing that’s broken. It’s 
maddening. Perhaps someday I’1I find an outlet for it. 


Still, I wonder what happens to those suns of circumstance 
once the holiday’s done. Do they find an empty quadrant of space 
to put them, or is there a cupboard full of them somewhere? 


I don’t suppose they could collect dust, as such, but given long 
enough, the dust might compact itself into planets. We might have 
a cupboard full of solar systems somewhere in the Cathedral; there 
just might be completely alien civilisations growing beneath our 
noses. How strangely such a people could develop, without our 
guidance, our oversight, or even knowledge of our existence; yet 
they would exist at the Centre of All Things, just as the Cathedral 
does; if they only learned how, they could wield our power. Would 
they be kind to us, these creatures, if they learned of their true 
place in the cosmos? If they discovered the senseless, thoughtless 
artifice to which they owe their entire existence? That doesn’t 
seem... likely. 


Such a species, it now occurs to me, would be a fairly 
compelling suspect in the never-ending guessing game of divining 
whom the War will be fought against. I could have made a pretty 
penny selling the idea to one of the gossip rags, if I had much care 
for money. Then again, it’s a bit late for that now — not that I 
know who our enemies are, but half the planet now thinks they 
know; and the other half refuses to be burned twice. They’ve 
started speculating that it’s literally unknowable and any other 
candidate would have to be a decoy by definition. In short, the 
market’s collapsed. 


Besides, they probably just dematerialise the damn stars. 
Much less bother even than lugging them around to put them in 
storage. 
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Eventually, the Supreme Being finished his speech. There had 
not been much of anyone listening to him; truth be told, I couldn’t 
have heard him even if I had wanted to. With the chatter and the 
bustle, it was all I could do to stay close to Susit, trading glances 
and looks with him as we updated one another on our current 
mood; even telepathy was a no-go in such a thick crowd. 


The old dragon had timed it well, though, I'll give him that. I 
suppose a knack for timing is the least we can expect from 
someone claiming to be the paragon of our race. There were just a 
handful of tense seconds after he finished his last tirade, and a 
relative silence settled over the Narthex — 


— then it appeared. 


I don’t think anybody had expected the diplomatic craft to be 
round. That took me out for a spin, and Susit too, I could tell; he 
was holding my hand by then, to avoid losing me in the crowd 
more than anything else, and I felt his grip slacken, then tighten 
again. Round. Round is how we do things; circles are in our 
biodata, the primary shape according to which our forebears 
structured the Universe. Could our fated enemies really use ships 
so like to ours? But for a strange half-real quality that seemed to 
hang around the vessel, it could have passed for one of our own 
ships, at least those new-fangled military models they introduced 
over the last couple of decades'#!. Round, golden, shiny. 


At least, we were spared the indignity of proving mad farmers 
and such to have been in the right all along; it wasn’t a flying 
saucer. I don’t think our self-esteem as a species could survive 
being laid low by a civilisation that actually used flying saucers 
unironically. 


No, the ambassadors’ ship was a great big sphere. It had 
appeared directly below the artificial sun, almost like a planet or a 
moon, casting a dark, round shadow all around the Supreme 
Being’s vast, reptilian form. Possibly a power-play, possibly a 
natural consequence of everyone’s unconcerted choices; the more I 
thought about it, the more I began to wonder if these people really 
were trying to make a good impression — if that was, perhaps, 
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why they’d come to us in their take on one of our ships. For just a 
moment I was reminded of a picture I’d seen on a television 
broadcast at some point — the Fractallaxians’ old style of 
Shapeships, before they started playing with triangles. But that 
was ridiculous; the Space Lords know better than to make war 
with us. That was all hashed out in what they call the Great Days 
of Merediah. Wasn’t it? 


I didn’t have long to dwell on these wild theories, let alone 
give voice to them and get Susit’s opinion. The structure of the 
ship unfolded, parts of its outer surface receding into other 
dimensions. A Fractallaxian Shapeship unscrews itself from the 
top, but here, 1t was the lower hemisphere which split open; either 
the drivers had parked it upside-down by mistake, or the 
resemblance was only skin-deep. 


Without further ado, reflective forms like big metal beads 
began dropping to the Narthex floor. There were shouts, cheers, 
even hymns; I hovered a little higher’! to get a better look, and 
watched as the newcomers adjusted to the local gravity’! and 
arranged themselves in formation. There were three, clad in metal 
from head to toe, to the point that from this distance, they might 
have been taken for simple androids — but no machine could 
match the fluidity with which those shapes moved and instantly 
assumed fighting postures. No, our new arrivals were people in 
armour, not mechanicals, I could see that well enough. 


I traded glances with Susit, and, elbowing our way past less 
determined gawkers, we flew closer to the centre of attention, 
eager to get a better look at our supposed destroyers. At range, 
their metallic uniforms could have passed for imitations of our 
gold-weave robes, but the closer we got, the clearer it became that 
these were indeed protective, combat-ready suits, almost motive 
units unto themselves. They had none of our renowned 
elegance! 


The three shared an aura of crackling fear, but the cloud of evil 
which clung tight to the leftmost alien was the most overtly 
menacing. He carried himself with the barely-contained violence 
of a warlord used to total obedience and ceaseless victory; his 
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bloodshot, monocled eye swivelled two and fro as he surveyed us 
all, doubtless imagining in intricate detail how he would single- 
handedly wipe us out in the event that negotiations turned sour. 
His armour was a striking, polished midnight black — and yet, 
black as it was, all who beheld him could feel that it was not 
nearly as dark as the thoughts drifting through the mind within. 


This Black Knight’s rightmost counterpart made a perfect 
contrast to him. This one was a skittish, twitching official, all in 
red; the panelled skirts of his armoured robe gave him the look of 
an enlarged chess-piece.' He had a look known all too well on 
the Morning Star — that of a lifelong bureaucrat whom centuries 
of administrative busywork had entirely failed to prepare for a 
situation squarely outside his daily routine. Here was a courtier out 
of his depth, a vizier unsuited to the battlefield; he seemed to 
regard us all with equal parts fear and disgust, a perfect mirror for 
many of the senior officials whose circles hovered closest to the 
centre of action. It was clear that he was not used to violence, and 
equally clear that this might only make him more dangerous; like 
his two counterparts, he had a gun strapped to his belt, and I saw 
more than a few of us moving out of its direct line of fire. 


A hush had fallen over the Narthex by now, enough so that I 
could address Susit and be heard. 


“Well, then. What do you make of these colourful characters?” 


“What, those two? The bodyguards?” he said, dismissive. He 
must have been watching me, closely enough to know which of 
the aliens I’d been staring at thus far; it occurs to me, writing this 
out now, that I should perhaps have wondered why he had taken 
the time to study my own reactions when such a historical 
spectacle was unfolding down below. “I could take them. No, it’s 
the middle one I’d be worried about, if I were our Beloved 
Leader.” 


Bodyguards was perhaps putting it too strongly — I had no 
doubt that the red one and black one were senior officials among 
their own people — but I could see his point. Stood between the 
Black Knight and the Red Vizier was the unmistakable ruler of 
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this strange triumvirate; in the fashion of the truly powerful, he 
had no qualms about displaying weakness. Unlike the opaque 
helmets worn by the other two, his headgear was more of a diving 
helmet — a clear, crystal sphere. For a moment my mind was cast 
back to bedtime stories of Yog-Sothoth, the Key to the Gate! 
another fearful foe-in-waiting, he, for how could we fight a being 
whose very essence strengthened the walls of our Universe? For 
Lord Sothoth to turn on us would be no more suicidal than for us 
to strike back. If he had learned to project spheres extrapolated 
from his own vastness into the universe, and through such an 
avatar, created an army of worshippers, he might well have been 
invincible. 


But that, too, was just an idle fancy, for the sphere was a mere 
container. The face behind the glass was pallid and wrinkled, with 
sickly, almost purplish skin; the nose and mouth were hard to 
make out amidst the scabs and folds of skin. The Dark Lord’s eyes 
had a faint gold cast, a flickering approximation of the fiery gold 
displayed by some of our own kind; those pinpricks of golden 
light glowed from deeply sunken sockets, and seemed to house 
unspeakable malice. 


Yet he smiled as he glided smoothly forward, giving Felixian a 
one-armed salute. 


“Greetings, Archon of Time,” he said; though aged and nasal, 
his voice somehow carried across the room, silencing yet more of 
those who had kept chattering even as they took in the sight of the 
arrivals. 


Myself included. 


Even at full height, the Dark Lord was a tenth his size, but 
Felixian seemed almost cowed by his approach; he took a moment 
to gather himself before he replied, returning the greeting. 


“Welcome to the Cathedral, sir,” he said, raising up his wings 
like a peacock displaying its tail; each leathery membrane was 
intricately tattooed with a scene from the Yssgaroth War. “As 
Supreme Being and Commander of the Elemental Forces, I bring 
you the greetings of the First Sphere.” 
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The Black Knight stepped briskly forward like a hound 
protecting its master, putting himself between Felixian and the 
Dark Lord. 


“You are not the Supreme Being,” he asserted in his own, 
booming tones. “The only Supreme Beings of the Universe are the 
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“At ease, my Second,” his Lord interrupted him, voice precise, 
yet unctuous. “This... reptile is no threat to me.” 


He patted the Knight’s shoulder with gentle familiarity, and 
the warlord backed away, fuming with humiliation; a note of glee 
flickered in the Red Vizier’s gaze at the humiliation of his 
counterpart and rival. 


Or so it seemed. 
“They staged that,” Susit half-whispered to me. 


“...They did?” The thought had not crossed my mind, but I 
could see what he was getting at; still I urged him to elaborate, 
eager to hear the sound of his voice at greater length. 


“Obvious power-play,” the old guardsman explained. “No 
threat, how do you think that makes ol’Snake-tail feel? Now that 
emperor, or whatever he calls himself, has got us all seeing at once 
that he’s a reasonable sort who wants no strife — and that he’s not 
a little bit afraid of the consequences if he did provoke us.” 


I smiled. “You should have gone into politics.” 


“Oh, I did,” he replied. “Didn’t I ever tell you? In my first life 
— | was a girl then. I stood for office, got quite the following; 
even made it to the Second Sphere. And on the original 
homeworld, mind you, when we still had just the one.” 


I stared at him, torn between admiration for my friend’s past 
achievement, and shock at how low — with all due respect to my 
own position — he had fallen since. “What happened?” I asked 
him. 


“A custom-cloned venomous tarantula in my bedsheets at two 
in the morning,” Susit replied, expression blank. “I had rivals.” 
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“Oh, they played fair...”” Susit said, strangely unbothered at 
the memory. “Nothing in the toxic compound actually inhibited 
recorporation. That’s the way they do things in the upper Spheres, 
you know... So long as no one’s on their last life, anything’s fair 
in office wars.” 


“There’s an Earth saying that sounds quite like this,” I 
remarked, because it was something to say and I wanted to keep 
talking. “Means something very different, though.” 


Down on the ground, Felixian and the Dark Lord had entered a 
protracted argument, draped in pleasantries and full of subtle 
barbs, about the order of the day; our Supreme Being was, 
unsurprisingly, rather anxious to skip straight to negotiations, 
while the aliens seemed keen to get the full diplomatic treatment 
before they signed anything — sumptuous feasts, mutual gifts, a 
grand tour of the Cathedral grounds. Was that really what they 
were all coming to, all those years of rumours and rumblings about 
a mysterious enemy? A trio of extraterrestrials in silly tin suits 
who wanted to arm-twist us into bankrolling a holiday for them? 
Typical. I had no desire to listen to this, especially not with the 
alternative offer of Susit opening up to me at last. 


Fortunately, it seemed I’d piqued his own curiosity. 


“How does it go, that saying?” he asked me. “I’ve always 
thought, if humans are good for one thing, it’s their literature. 
Their poetry.” 

“Oh?” 

“Oh yeah. Take limericks,” he said; I recognised the name 
from one my old language classes, but couldn’t place the exact 


meaning or period. “Those are some of their best. But they’re all 
winners, really, from epics to memes.” 


“The saying is, A// is fair in love and war,” | told him at last. 
He just laughed; I looked at him in askance. 


“Love and war!” he repeated through peals of laughter. “The 
two things we never do, Di. As a species, I mean. And all our 
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rules! Our protocols! But where’s the fairness? That saying of 
yours, it’s the very opposite of us. Humanity all over.” 


“Or it was,” I said, pleased somehow to have made him laugh, 
but unable to share fully in his mirth. “War’s a bit more of a going 
concern nowadays,” I elaborated, with a meaningful glance at the 
three aliens, who were still bickering with Felixian. 


By now, Susit’s unseemly outbursts had drawn a few 
judgemental looks from the Archons closest to us — but he didn’t 
seem to care, and sent out another bark of laughter in my direction, 
as if daring the gawkers to criticise him openly. I shrank back, 
acutely aware of those eyes on my own person, but did not let go 
of Susit’s hand as he caught his breath. 


“*...Wonder where that leaves love,” he chuckled wanly, and 
then looked directly into my eyes. 


I had absolutely no idea what to say; so I said nothing, and the 
moment passed. 


(...) 


There follows a long, introspective digression during which Dionus 
reflects first on how things might have been different if he had reacted to 
Susit’s flirtation right there and then, then on prior attempts on Susit’s part 
which he had overlooked or ignored, and ultimately on a meta-introspective 
overview of all of his prior incarnations’ relative levels of timidity and 
meagre romantic successes. Susit’s diary has this to say: 


(...) 
Things I learned today (cont’d): 


e Our fashion is, surprisingly, not the worst in the 
Galaxy! 


® The Cathedral of Time is primarily populated by 
idiots who wouldn’t know an elder god from a fifth- 
dimensional imp. (Hang on, I already knew that.) 


e No known style of flirtation short of an outright and 
unambiguous proposal is capable of penetrating 
Dionus’s skull. (This shouldn’t be adorable, but it 
iS.) 
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® It is a bad idea, when you are observing a public 
event, to let yourself drift too close to a Supreme 
Being who badly wants out of a situation. 


(as) 

It is on that final bullet point that one of this essay’s most audacious 
conjectures rests, for nothing in the Dionus diary directly bears it out. As 
will soon be seen, the continued narrative presented by the latter takes it as 
a given that Dionus and Susit ended up acting as tour guides to the 
supposed ambassador and his retinue, guiding them through various 
landmarks of the Cathedral. This would have been in severe breach of 
L.T.E. protocol, and has represented a large part of the rationale for the 
dismissal of this portion of Dionus’s diary as a reliable primary source, with 
Dionus himself construed as a simple fabricator™. 


Yet consider that bullet point — and consider what we know of the 
Third Felixian III’s psychology. I think all things click into place, with no 
deceit or delirium necessary on the part of the chroniclers, if we assume the 
following scenario: that Felixian III relented on the matter of giving the 
aliens a brief tour of the Cathedral, but had no desire to give it himself, nor 
assign the task to any senior member of his administration, lest blame fall 
upon him from the other Supremos should the tour go awry in some way, as 
he must have felt it probably would. It was then that his eyes would have 
fallen upon a face in the crowd — that of Susit, recently returned from his 
Tyrant-hunting mission and, consequently, a known quantity on whom he 
knew he could rely. Is it so unbelievable that, in his panic, he would have 
assigned guiding duties to Susit and the other guard whose hand he 
happened to be holding? 


Returning then to Dionus’s diary, after an obscure ellipsis which I 
believe skips over the point of the aforementioned intervention of the 
Supreme Being, there follows a lengthy, nearly book-length description of 
Susit leading the three through the Cathedral. This section holds very little 
of interest for most readers, although my own translation of its full span is 
available from the Plutonian Academy Library upon request. Indeed, while 
the supposed ambassadors’ reactions to one or another element of the tour 
may be of some minor ethnographical interest for some in the awareness of 
their true identity, even such comments were scarce, with the ‘Dark Lord’, 
‘Black Knight’ and ‘Red Vizier’ affecting unimpressed impassivity before 
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even the greatest of the L.T.E.s’ wonders. Furthermore, any subtle ‘tell’ that 
might have escaped them would sadly have gone over Dionus’s head at the 
time of observation, given that he was, throughout the events albeit not at 
the time of writing, still enmeshed in his wrong-headed belief that the trio 
were actual representatives of his people’s fated adversary. 


Students of the Cathedral’s fathomless interior architecture would 
likewise come away ultimately disappointed; Susit and Dionus had been 
chosen for the task specifically because they had been required to memorise 
the layout of the citadel as part of mandatory Guard training". 
Consequently, Dionus wasted no ink on detailing the locations themselves, 
and rarely bothered to use their proper names, preferring the slang of his 
trade™!. In fact, the lion’s share of the narrative is given over to Dionus’s 
usual remarks on Susit’s competence, quick thinking, and generally 
wonderful demeanour, mixed in this instance with occasional asides, 
seemingly intended to come across as cryptic to the first-time reader, which 
praise his presence of mind, his courage, and his cool-headedness as he 
patiently led Dionus and the guests from one end of the Cathedral to the 
next, displaying, explaining, without hurry or complaint, and without ever 
letting the suspicion which had begun growing within him show so overtly 
that the Three picked up on it. 


Dionus, though, by this point, knew more of the minute details of 
Susit’s body language than any living creature in the known universe. He 
was smart enough not to question his friend on the matter, all throughout 
those long touring hours, but was growing more and more certain of 
himself, and consequently, more and more anxious, when the party of five 
finally reached the Docks. 


Nearly done, and Susit still hadn’t tried anything — nor had the aliens. 
Maybe I’d misread him, I thought. Maybe Susit hasn’t been trying to warn 
me about anything at all. It wouldn’t be crazy of him to be on edge even if 
those three ave telling the truth. We would know soon enough, I told 
myself. One last stop, and we would have reached the finish line; after that, 
it would all be up to Felixian’s negotiating skills. Not the most inspiring of 
prospects, but at least Susit and I would be allowed to put some distance 
between our actual selves and those three dead-eyed creeps. 


At last we reached the great docking bay, a hangar many times the size 
of the Narthex where these aliens had first made landfall. It seemed oddly 
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empty, and I wondered what could occupy all our best ships at such a 
crucial moments, before I realised that they were all accounted for, and it 
was the room which was larger than it needed to be; with a start, I realised 
that Felixian, not wanting to look the poorer man next to the Gashanides, 
had one-upped them and expanded the dimensions of this place ahead of 
our arrival. Ridiculous theatrics, and at a dismissive look from Susit, I knew 
that he had come to the same conclusion. 


Our guests, however, seemed at last to show some interest in what we 
had to show them. They had not cared for our art or our architecture, even 
our armouries — which we had only showed them with great reluctance, 
but Felixian’s instructions had been clear — even those had hardly held 
their attention; but these scattered vehicles, these timeships of the old 
school, those they watched with rapt attention. 


Or, rather, the Black Knight did, closely matched by his Lord — but the 
latter controlled the envy in his eyes, turning it off like a light and 
physically pulling the war-lord back when he made to stride across the 
room unbidden. 


“Hold,” the Dark Lord said. “Hold,” he repeated, and at last the black- 
clad figure stopped resisting. “ 


“My master,” said the Knight, contrite, “I seek only —” 


“There is no argument,” said the ancient Lord. “We are guests yet. We 
must not seem... impolite.” His eerie gaze flicked to Susit. “Archon, I do 
apologise —” 


“But — Emperor,” the Black Knight pleaded, his electronic voice 
stilted and wavering, as though it cost him dearly to question the will of his 
sovereign, albeit for a moment. “This is — inefficient®™!,” he warbled out 
with considerable effort. “The — good — the good of the Empire —” 


“You will obey,” the Dark Lord snapped, and the Black Knight shrank 
back. 


All three alien’s eyes locked onto Susit, who had watched their brief 
argument from a safe distance, one hand squeezing mine in reassurance, the 
other hovering subtly over the flat pocket of his tunic from which he could, 
at a moment’s notice, withdraw a compact physical pistol!®!. 
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He did not seem the least bit shaken when he addressed them, voice 
serene and commanding. 


“Well, gentlemen, if I may continue... Here,” he explained, “you see 
some of our ships as they appear in their dormant, inactive states. They 
might appear as nothing more than common boxes to you, but things are not 
always what they seem.” 


If his words unsettled the Black Knight, this time, the dark figure did 
not let 1t show — but this did not go for the ever-jumpy Vizier, who turned 
to the Emperor, shaking under his big red hat of office. 


“My Lord!“ he began — 


— but the Dark Lord waved him aside wordlessly, and strode closer to 
Susit and myself, his gaze focusing on me for just a moment before he 
turned and affected to examine the ship behind us. Intending perhaps to 
present a historical summary of the development of timeships over the 
aeons, Susit had positioned himself, and thus my own self, near a little-used 
section of the Docks where ships of the earliest types stood, awaiting use 
that would most likely never come again. Unwieldy things, their outer 
Shells looking either too physical for a mathematical projection, or else 
crudely artificial, as if they did not quite exist on the same level of reality as 
that which surrounded them; a few clipped a few inches down through the 
floor without properly resting upon it. Cones and pyramids and monoliths, 
even a handful of octagons which the aliens seemed to regard with 
particular suspicion — and stranger things yet, abandoned designs attuned 
to the fashions of past generations; I noticed a time-sled, and even one of 
the wooden Type 60s®". Wonderful, majestic things, I always thought — 
too wonderful perhaps, given that most of them had found their ways into 
the hands of Time Pirates who could, and would, kill for the aesthetic. But 
this one had survived the mass plunder. 


Susit glanced at me, something in his eyes that was too complex for me 
to fully understand in so short a time; at once a warning, I thought, and a 
promise that everything was going to be alright in the end. He let go of my 
hand and made a broad gesture. 


“Ah, gentlemen,” said Susit, “I see our relics intrigue you... We are 
flattered, and when I say ‘we’, I think of the generations of great engineers 
and ship-breeders who watch us now from Beyond.” 
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With startling casualness, he leant against the nearest of these ancient 
arks, a truncated metal cone full of ridges and rivets. It hummed in 
contentment at his touch. Behind his monocle, I saw the Vizier’s one good 
eye widen behind his monocle, and the other two moved a fraction closer, 
entranced. 


“.,.but unfortunately,” Susit continued, a glimmer of mischief lighting 
up his wrinkled face as he slipped smoothly in what I knew to be an 
outright lie, “I’m afraid we’re all out of time. Can’t keep God waiting, now 
can we?” 


“These words are blasphemy!” the Vizier shrieked without warning, 
flailing his armoured arms; I covered my ears too late, as, already, the over- 
eager advisor found himself shushed by his master. 


“Please, do not listen to my Third,” said the Dark Lord, all smiles again. 
“He 1S _ 

But his war-lord clearly had no intention of being upstaged by the 
Vizier as far as mad zealotry went, and he placed himself between Susit and 
the other two. 


“Enough, my master!” the Black Knight boomed, interrupting his 
Emperor. “You, microbe, will listen,” he added, and his gauntleted hand 
closed around Susit’s tunic, lifting him halfway into the air. 


“Let him go,” I shouted, but he ignored me, continuing to shout at my 
friend. 


“Your Leader,” he said, “your president is neither God nor Supreme. 
One God rules this Universe, by right — as, by deed, he already rules 
another. And I am his servant.” With a chill, I realised he meant the Dark 
Lord with the spherical helmet. That withered thing, a god?! “We have 
suffered your presence long enough; pray you do not test the limits of your 
betters’ patience.” 


I moved closer to Susit, wishing I had a weapon of my own, but we had 
been told to leave our halberds behind at the start of the tour to prevent 
unnecessary tension; for three rudimentarily-armed ambassadors to attack 
us in the middle of the Cathedral, it had been thought, would have been 
suicidal madness. How unfortunate, then, that these aliens were clearly 
raving mad. Gods? Another universe? What universe? They could not be 
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from beyond the Outer Void; Yog-Sothoth would never have allowed that, 
nor Thymon or the Council of Frogs. It was a lie, an empty boast. 


Yet the threat to Susit’s life was far from empty. I saw the black rubber 
covering the wicked creature’s limb begin to tighten around his neck as he 
stayed there, stoic, refusing to dignify the madman’s ravings with a reply. A 
fine death for a guard, indeed, for an Archon — but I would not let it 
happen. Not on my life, not on my House. I considered my options — in 
our current respective forms, the heavily-armoured Knight was clearly the 
stronger and heavier of us, but if I sacrificed this old body of mine, I 
thought — if I triggered a transformation right there and then — I might 
gain the advantage — 


— I know not if I would have done it, in the end. I did not have to. 


“Release him,” the Emperor barked, with such simple authority that 
even through his rage, the Knight obeyed, unclenching his claw-like grip. 


Susit’s feet dropped back to the floor; he stumbled for a moment, but 
did not fall, and had already righted himself when I rushed over and helped 
him to steady his stance. There was the beginning of a bruise on his neck, 
like that a squid’s sucker might leave, but it didn’t look too bad, and he 
looked at me again with the same sullen assurance as before, then turned 
back to observe the Dark Lord and his aides, motioning for me to do the 
same. 


This time, all politeness and gentility had dropped out of the Emperor’s 
voice, leaving only a smug sort of malice, an evil joy at his control over the 
situation even as it had veered off the rails of his preferred plan. 


“You must forgive my Second,” he cackled, looking at us — a mockery 
of his own earlier demeanour. “He finds your lack of faith in me 
disturbing.” 


“What are you doing?” I snapped at last, outraged, still feeling Susit’s 
weight as he half-leant on me. He croaked out something, but I didn’t hear. 
“This is attempted murder — attempted murder of a man on his last life — 
a crime on this planet, as you surely know. You are guests here. Y-you have 
broken the laws of hospitality in the domain of the Gods. This, this if 
anything is blasphemy! This is a declaration of War! Why even come here 
if you —” 


“Di,” Susit rasped, a little louder. Stop. Shut up.” 
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I looked up, uncomprehending, and saw that the Emperor was 
continuing to chuckle at me. As he took the lead again, the Vizier and 
Knight had placed themselves once more in position at his sides. 


“A thousand apologies,” the Dark Lord said again, clearly thinking 
himself absolutely hilarious. “But you see — our people have never taken 
kindly to Gods.” 


“You ungrateful wretches!!” I shouted, covering up my confusion, my 
rising panic with anger. “Our elders created this world and all its planes — 
protected your own ancestors from ancient horrors! You would be nothing 
without us. How can you threaten us, when we are your fathers?” 


“No,” the Emperor said simply, his grin faltering, as if the phrasing 
displeased him. “No. I killed my father. And my kin slew the gods of our 
Universe.” 


I stepped back, then, as best I could, with Susit still arm-in-arm with me 
— until our backs were again pressed against the living bronze of the 
anchoring-ark’s exterior. I no longer believed, of course, that these beings 
were who they claimed to be, any more than Susit obviously did. But mad? 
Suddenly I doubted my logic. What did the creature mean? It spoke with 
such certainty. 


“The Auld Ones! were not gods,” Susit spat back, his voice regaining 
most of its depth as he stepped up in front of me, letting go of my hand, 
staring at the Emperor in defiance. His left fist was clenched; I wondered if 
he, too, wished he’d brought his halberd. “And Hyper-Space is not a 
universe.” 


It was then I understood. I stared, aghast. Yes, the creatures’ clothing 
had seemed familiar, but I had chalked it up to the vague resemblance 
which existed between their fashion and ours, despite the gap in elegance. 


“You think you are our equals?” Susit continued to goad them, as the 
Emperor stared at him with cold fury. “You think you are the equals of our 
enemies, if they truly exist? You are insects, scrabbling beneath the 
floorboards of the House Urizen Built. Hyperspace ‘Tyrants’? Hah! 
Hyperspace tin-pots, that’s what you are, Lords of nothing.” 


“Er, S-Sue,” I muttered in a low voice, “perhaps you shouldn’t provoke 
them —” 


**EEEK abOQOk converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


Susit did not turn to look at me, but grabbed my hand again, and pulled 
me along as he dove for cover behind the ancient vessel. Just in time, too. 
He had burnt through the last of the Tyrants’ restraint, and I saw a flash as 
the Vizier fired his gun at us, the crude plasma splashing harmlessly against 
the outer shell of the ark. 


“We will be Lords of Everything!” the Vizier wailed. 


“You are mortals!” Susit shouted from behind our makeshift shield. 
Where my own, earlier accusations had expressed only my panicked anger 
at the way they were treating Susit himself, he seemed to find genuine 
exultation in these taunts. But why? “Death will come for you, as it comes 
for all lesser creatures! So tell me, how can you claim to be like us?” 


“We are not like you! We are superior!” the Black Knight shouted in 
return, firing a plasma bolt of his own, wildly, aimlessly, for emphasis. 


“We are more than mortal,” the Emperor agreed. “We have, all three of 
us, returned from death. We are Higher Beings. Perhaps we are the foe 
you’ve been expecting, and perhaps we are not, but you are our enemy, and 
that should concern you most of all.” 


And then, heedless of my attempts to hold him back, Susit leapt out 
from behind the ark, out into the open, burning with an energy I had never 
seen from him, a courageous desperation with clashed with the apparent 
senselessness of his behaviour; I had half a mind to follow him, but 
remained as though paralysed in my state of shock, and could only watch 
from the relative safety of that shelter as he came directly upon the 
Emperor. 


“Oh, really!” he was shouting. “We should be afraid, we should be so 
afraid of things like you! Of creatures that have to lie and cheat their way 
here, just so they can rescue a measly few of their ridiculous! Tin! Pot! 
Army!” 

At last I understood in full. 


Here, Dionus does not elaborate, and Susit’s diary was no help: this is 
the start of the infamous ‘gag ending’ which had previously caused most 
scholars to dismiss this entire portion of the Dionus diary as a feverish 
fabrication with no interior logic nor basis in reality. Yet can there remain 
any doubt, having read through all the prior evidence, of what had 
occurred? Evidently the timeship behind which Dionus was taking shelter 
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was the very one which had been assigned to Susit by the Supreme Being to 
carry out his mission. Evidently it still contained a considerable number of 
captives, awaiting the scheduled exchange for the stolen Fractallaxian 
blueprints, or, failing that, transfer to the L.T.E.s’ prison planet. 
Evidently, the Hyperspace Tyrants had received Felixian III’s ultimatum 
and decided to take a different approach to recovering their stolen army — 
one which had involved the very Ship which their theft had already allowed 
them to construct. 


If only Susit had been in a position to write down his own account of 
the fateful tour in a more than telegraphic style, with no ellipses, and 
without the dramatic tension Dionus had sought to manufacture to translate 
his own gradual realisation, preserving the Hyperspace Tyrants’ true 
identity as a “twist” — if only those criteria had been met, then the events 
of that day might have been understood much sooner. Unfortunately, 
Dionus’s account continues thus: 


But before I could act in any way upon that drawing 
realisation — before I could even formulate the beginnings of a 
plan — I saw that this had been an insult too many even for the 
Emperor. 


Shouting a single evil word, he raised his own weapon — it 
was different from the others’, a long, rapier-like thing — and 
hurled a blast of electricity at my poor friend. I saw him thrown 
back under the strength of the blow and crashing to the floor 
against another, nearby ship, a great black monolith, Type 15 
perhaps — I saw little arcs of electricity still running over him as 
he twitched there, singing his clothes. 


All thought of my own safety forgotten, I rushed to his side, 
but in that same moment the three murderous Tyrants’ greedy eyes 
snapped to their prize, to that damned prison-ship, and _ that, 
perhaps, more than anything else, saved my life. 


“Retreat!” their Emperor cried out, the first to rush towards the 
tall metal structure. 


“Retreat, now!” the Black Knight echoed, repeating the order 
for the third and final Tyrant, who had not yet moved. “The Ark is 
acquired!” 
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“Dark Lord,” the Vizier complained even as he obeyed, “the 
Ship! The Fractallaxian Ship, it is still in the Narthex —” 


“Damn the ship,” the Emperor shouted. “Now we have the 
plans, it will not matter! Join with me, my servants — link with 
me! An emergency world-shift@! will suffice!” 


I was barely listening, kneeling by Susit’s side. His breathing, 
already affected by the Black Knight’s choke-hold, was slowing 
with each heave of that powerful chest. I fussed over his robes, 
trying to help him, perhaps to uncover some particular wound that 
I might soothe. From electrocution? I knew even as I did so that it 
was madness, but I had never been much of a student of medicine, 
and I was panicking now. Somewhere in my mind I found the 
focus to make a vow that if I survived this, I would begin to do so. 
If we were to be at War, I would not be caught like this a second 
time — standing uselessly over a dying friend. For Susit was 
dying, nothing could stop it now, nothing I could sanely do — 


— and he seemed to know it, for with the last of his strength, 
he pulled his laser-gun free of that flat pocket, and handed it to me 
with one last meaningful look. 


I studied it. One of our own weapons, I saw, as were 
sometimes handed out to senior guardsmen with important 
postings; far more efficient than the crude plasma rays used by the 
intruders. This was a gun that could kill our kind beyond 
recorporation — or disrupt even the most powerful of our shields. 


I rose slowly to my feet, weeping that I could not comfort 
Susit further as he slipped away, but the gun was in my hand, and I 
did know the basics of how to use it. I cocked it, and felt the 
Tyrants’ heartless, anxious glares snap back to me. 


“Hold it,” I said, not even bothering to shout, “or Pll destroy 
that shell.” 


“You would destroy our soldiers?” the Vizier wailed. 


“Worse,” I said simply. “I would lock them away beyond any 
hope of retrieval. If the shell of one of these primitive timeships is 
destroyed, the interior dimensions still remain... cut off forever 
from normal-space.” 
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“You cannot! You will not! Desist!” the Black Knight 
thundered, gun twitching as he debated whether to shoot me — but 
he knew, of course, that seasoned warrior, that in my final instant 
of life I would have time enough to press the trigger. We Archons 
are fast, when we need to be. 


“T think,” I continued, “that we’re all going to stay right here 
until somebody hears the commotion you’ve all been making, and 
help comes to arrest the lot of you. Oh, you can shift out if you 
like... but not with your prize.” 


“Wait,” said the Emperor. 


“What?” I asked him, and I turned the gun towards him. “Wait 
for what, ‘Dark Lord’? My best friend is dead. My career is 
over™!. Why should I wait? In fact, why should I wait for 
reinforcements? Why shouldn’t I destroy all three of you and that 
ship, huh, right where you stand?” I was shouting, now, tears 
flowing freely as I turned momentarily towards Susit’s unmoving 
form. “Because you’d shoot me? Hah! I have lives to spare! I 
outnumber you!” 


“You have hostages,” said the Dark Lord. 
“Yes, and?” 
“We...” he continued, voice low, rumbling, “have hostages.” 


“W-what?” I said, arm slackening a fraction, training the 
weapon on the ship again, but looking straight at the Emperor. 
“What do you mean?” 


“Did you think we came without preparation?” he taunted, 
regaining some of his poise, though he still had the look of a 
cornered beast. “A whole legion of my best troops waits above us, 
just below your pathetic planetary shields. It was no hard task to 
find the corresponding coordinates in Hyperspace, and materialise 
below your insignificant barrier.” 


“So you’d bombard the Cathedral?” I retorted, more confident 
than I felt. “Big deal. The celestial barrier is ancient, it goes back 
to the days of Urizen, but this City is well-protected. We’ve been 
preparing for War.” 
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“Negative,” the alien despot replied. “Not bombardment. We 
have... taken. We have abducted.” His speech was becoming more 
stilted, more mechanical, as though his urbane gloating had been 
an effortful pretence, which he no longer deemed worth the effort 
to keep up. “Multiple — units — of your kind. Irrelevant, 
unimportant. The same as you,” he added with particular 
emphasis, as if that was the very heart of his argument.. “You will 
permit us to retreat, or they will be... exterminated.” 


I took in his words. 
I looked at Susit’s body. 


Wondered what he would have done, would have wanted me 
to do. I still did not understand his actions in the last few minutes, 
his senseless sacrifice, and yet even then I could see no better way 
to decide on such a dilemma. 


Too overcome with emotion to speak, I nodded, and lowered 
the gun a fraction — a statement of intent, not yet a surrender. 


“Excellent,” said the Emperor. “Teleport hostages! Begin 
emergency dimensional shift countdown!” 


“Hostages teleport beam primed,” the Black Knight confirmed 
after a moment. “Dimensional shift engaged.” 
“Transportation to Hyper-Space in five... three... one...” 
There was a loud whooshing sound, a flash of dark light — 
— and then the Tyrants were gone, along with the ancient ark. 
In their place were the hostages. 
I looked at them. 


And here comes the infamous line on which Dionus’s diaries as a guard 
come to a close, the one which, above all others, has led to their widespread 
dismissal. It must be admitted that in the absence of context, its three simple 
words possess a certain psychedelic character. 


What Dionus wrote was simply this: 


They were cows. 
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To be more exact, he wrote that they were Kkowc, although that 
distinction is scarcely relevant to the apparent incongruousness of the 
statement. Here, however, we must return to the matter of the Sideridis 
account, and put forward the obvious possibility that the Hyperspace 
Tyrants, intent on abducting a few hostages in preparation for their mission, 
and aware that the L.T.E.s had begun to experiment with quadrupedal forms 
on unprecedented scales, made a few ill-fated assumptions. 


Whether 76 and the rest were ever returned to the Neutronide estate is a 
question which the damage dealt to the Sideridis diary does not permit us to 
answer definitively, but it would be reasonable to hope so; and furthermore, 
to suppose that Sideridis himself would have found some comfort in the 
fact that his dear grazers’ abduction came as a consequence of an earnest 
assumption that they were, indeed, people, just as he had been arguing for 
so long. One wishes that the custom of journaling had extended to the komc 
themselves; we might have learned much from such accounts about a little- 
known stage in the history of the Hyperspace Tyrants'~!. 


Taken on its own terms, Dionus’s final guardsman diary is a faintly 
incomprehensible, highly implausible and oddly lopsided account of the 
first day of the Cosmic War'™!. Its dating to the very same day on which 
news of the first genuine battle were to reach the Prime Homeworld has 
even been accused by some of being at best a truthful but mislabeled 
account of a fairly unhelpful praxis vision, and at worst a fraudulent act of 
backdating on the part of a minor figure, who then stands accused of 
unconvincingly attempting to make himself out to have had a major part in 
an event he did not actually comprehend in the least. However, with the 
fuller context we have uncovered, it becomes clear that Dionus never meant 
to claim in writing that the aliens he and Susit had confronted were actual 
agents of the opposition, having been disabused of such impressions long 
before he put pen to paper — and given the embarrassingly outrageous 
nature of the hoax, it is unsurprising that the bungled negotiations should 
have been struck from all the official presidential records. 


This leaves the matter of Susit — and Susit is the one through whom 
the true nature of this tale becomes apparent. Why the Meta-Historical 
record is so scarce in giving external evidence of such an Archon’s 
existence, we may never know?! — but we do know that the events 
described by Dionus (and there is, by now, no doubt in my mind that they 
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occurred more or less as he relates them) were not the end for Susit; no, 
indeed, it was far from being all over. For this we need only return to the 
afore-quoted, fragmentary final volume of Susit’s own diary, which extends 
a little further in time than Dionus’s own, and experiences a brief, 
uncontextualised lapse of narrativity — albeit still closer to stream-of- 
consciousness than anything Dionus would have put his name to — shortly 
before the end. 


(...) 


Reborn today. Should have led with that. Never mind; head 
still spinning. 


Might be married, as well. Should check the lawbooks. 


Younger now! That makes a change. Didn’t want one at first, a 
change I mean, I was happy moving on, lots of friends waiting for 
me in the Beyond, I reckon. But they’ll keep. They’ll keep. I 
thought I'd done it all, but today was something else —— never 
thought I’d go out in a blaze of glory, saving the planet... 


‘Cause I did, you know, under the circumstances. Didn’t really 
think the Thirteenth Susit, Senior Guardsman, would go and get 
himself killed for nothing, did you? Or that he’d lean on a 
historical artefact for just no reason. Funny thing is I don’t think 
Dionus realised what I was doing. Beautiful idiot. It was only after 
they were gone that I opened that old left hand of mine, and let it 
slip out — the key-fob™. Good luck getting into the Ark without 
that, bozos. Or living time-active biodata, I guess, if they figure 
out how to prime the emergency protocols, but even that could 
take centuries. 


So you’d saved the day, let’s say. Just about. 


...and you sit there dying and you think, alright, that was a 
pretty good final chapter. Beats tripping over a brick, I'll give it 
that. But then you’re not quite dead yet and you think, you know, 
actually, there’s so much there I haven’t done yet... I’ve not been a 
girl since the tarantula, how dumb is that? Never had kids, never 
been to Earth, never got to check out Gendar. That’s right, Gendar, 
I’m owed that retirement, dammit, that wasn’t an optional add-on, 
you don’t get to spare the expense just because I got bumped off 
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ahead of schedule, I demand another life, do you hear me, demand 


— and there’s no one listening, is there? And then you die. 


But not me, because there was someone listening. Someone 
cute even. Sweet, sweet Dionus, what should he do with cows 
stampeding all around us and fleeing into the dark corners, and I 
think I saw one or two dart into open timeships, I wonder where 
they’re going — but anyway, what should he do but to kneel over 
me and start apologising for I don’t know what, and saying all the 
sorts of things I’d been hoping he’d say for a number of decades 
now. And then he’s kissing me, and I think, oh, well, that’s a little 
nicer than croaking alone, yeah, I’ll give that a go, and then — too 
late to say no, if I’d wanted to, oh that foolish boy — and then I 
feel all that energy flowing into me, all that life-force, that 
phoenix-fire. I think, hang on, who’s dying here, is he changing as 
he kisses me, but no, of course not, he’s giving me one of his 
lives! One of his lives, how many does he have left now? I broke 
off the kiss after he gave me just the one, I’m not letting him bleed 
himself dry, but oh, oh, there’s no describing it. All that energy 
flowing back into you just as you were about to give up the 
ghost... 


Then I sort of slipped out of it. And I wake up, in my bed — 
check myself out — bit lighter than before, big hair, young, alive. 
The Fourteenth Susit — who’s a girl, by the way, goodbye old 
hang-ups! and oh, I’ve missed it, living’s worth it just for that — 
the Fourteenth Susit is in the house, happy to be here, I’d like to 
thank my coworker. And there he is, actually, standing over me, 
those beautiful, beautiful eyes sparkling with joy when he sees me 
open mines. Joy and love and I don’t know what else, but then a 
sort of awkward worry, like there’s something he wants to tell me, 
or ask me, or both, but he thinks he shouldn’t lead with that. 


“Hello, you,” I say, and I see him struggling to do the nice 
thing, so I ask him what’s the matter with him already. 


“Well, there’s two things,” he tells me. “First, uhm, Sue, I 
hope you don’t — er, that you don’t mind — but I’ve been doing 
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some reading while you were recovering, and I think — that is, the 
ritual I enacted — ahem — especially with the things I said 
before... I mean, I think we might be married.” 


“That’s nice, my love,” I tell him, and I sit up to leave a peck 
on his cheek, because this is who I am now. Don’t think I’m much 
of a diarist anymore, either, by the way. Wrote up my recollections 
this far, because I think I owe it to the old me, but here’s just about 
where I’ll be leaving you. Just about. “Want children?” I asked 
him. 

“T — uhm — yes?” 

I’d just asked to make him blush, or to make him laugh, either 
would be good, but I’d just been born, and I thought, what the hell. 
So alright. Children, that was the plan. Might have to wait a bit to 
get things sorted, but okay. And because it was allowed now, not 
just the weaving stuff, and because I hadn’t seen him blush yet, I 
peel up the duvet, inviting him in, and I add: 


“Want to start?” 


And that gets him red as I like my tomatoes and my husbands, 
but it looks like there’s another problem, because he just looks 
away and bites his lip. 


“Uh, oh,” I ask him. “Did something happen? Oh, hell. We’ve 
been fired, haven’t we?” 


“Yes — well, no — well, that too, maybe,” he tells me, and 
I’ve never seen him so serious before. 


“Oh, out with it,” I say, and there comes the reply — as good a 
place to end this book as any. 


“Susit, we’ve just had word,” he says, “from one of the old 
colonies2!.” 


“Yes?” 
“Now we really are at war.” 
Does anything more actually need to be said? 


If, then, I need pithy last words, let them be to state that this was the 
fundamental error: whatever became of them thereafter, and wherever they 
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might be now, Dionus and Susit’s tale of the first day of the Cosmic War 
was never, itself, a war story. 


It was a love story. 
oe 


Doctor Olivia Kagg Waldermein (b. 2292) lives on Charon with her 
two wives, five cats, and three indentured demonic spirits. She studied at 
the Plutonian Academy under the mentorship of Professor Osteram Yss of 
the Southern Hive. The most notable of her past works include her 
doctorate thesis Who Still Possesses the Greater Key, as well as a series of 
highly-acclaimed memoirs on the House of the Fallen, printed between 
2320 and 2321 on collectible trading cards packaged with Private-brand 
sweet cigarettes. She hopes someday to meet a Lesser Time Elemental in 
person so she can punch them in the face. 
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SCENE 13 


** ..Her three indentured what now?” 


Maritsa was in no state to answer or otherwise address Callum’s 
perfectly reasonable question. The moment she reached the final sentence 
of the essay, which she had forced out in a rasping whisper, she collapsed to 
her knees, letting the heavy scientific journal fall out of her increasingly 
cramped hands, and gave in to the painful coughing fit which had been 
trying to tickle its way out of her throat for several readings now. 


She had, she knew, no one to blame but herself. Her damn 
perfectionism — everyone had said, right after that fairly touching first 
story, that the kindly physician Dionus could not possibly be the one who 
had used his powers to summon a Snowstorm into the Library. But, she had 
argued, anyone could change for good and bad; she recalled once reading a 
story about that same Dionus, which had not admittedly painted him in any 
worse a light, but had made it quite clear that he used to be a soldier in the 
Archons’ war against the rest of the universe. 


No, not just a soldier, but an Interrogator, which was to say, at a guess, a 
paper-thin euphemism for a torturer. Just because he wasn’t pure evil didn’t 
mean he was innocent — just as Auteur’s obvious villainy, and 
incompetence at disguising himself, did not mean the man in black was 
guilty of this particular crime. Gods were complicated. 


“Too right,” Sister Claret had recalled. “And this guy in particular, 
wasn’t he, you know, involved with Queen Alanir once? That was him, 
wasn’t it, him and — well, a clone of Alanir, under a rubbish alias, but same 
difference...” 
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“Well, now, we don’t think that’s Valid,” Maritsa had replied quite 
carefully. She had been there when that script had been tossed into the 
flames reserved by the ancient Bookkeeper protocols for deceitful accounts, 
and much as she had her misgivings about the basic practice, she could not 
say that she would miss it. 


“Oh, it happened, he just forgot,” the nun had said casually. “Not that I 
blame him. I mean, I totally would. And did! Or will do. But then I 
wouldn’t trust myself as far as I can throw myself.” 


“Huh?” 


“I told you, I reincarnate,” she’d replied. “And I never did say I 
reincarnated in the right order. Anyway, I was just saying, about him and 
Alanir. I mean, who wouldn’t? Even Mortimus had a crush on her, until he 
realised about her being —” 


“And how do you know that?” the Professor had butted in. 
“T read a Jot of fanfic,” she’d said simply. 


The conversation had trailed off after that — they’d spent a while 
arguing about what the goddess Ushas from Hindu mythology had to do 
with all of this, for reasons which seemed obscure at best to Maritsa — but 
once she had succeeded in getting things back on track, she’d insisted on a 
second Dionusian reading, and asked the books for something more 
thorough, more rigorous. Something more like the sorts of books she liked 
to read when she was doing research on a certain topic. Perhaps the 
personal edge of the wish gave focus to her faith, or perhaps it was just the 
luck of the draw, but the books had answered this request with more 
straightforwardness than ever — 


— and reading all those footnotes had nearly killed her, with hardly any 
useful data to show for it. Once again Dionus came across as a basically 
decent guy, and certainly not one with any motivation to mount grand 
meteorological attacks against the Plume Coteries’ Library of all places. 
There was precious little evidence that the man even knew it existed. 


Nearly? Nearly killed her? Perhaps that had been overly optimistic. She 
felt herself slipping away, into unconsciousness at any rate, but 
underdressed as she was in this temperature, that wasn’t far off. She began 
tip forward as the world went black in a very different manner than what it 
looked like when someone flipped the table-lamp switch — 
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“Hey!” 


— and then she felt a pair of cold, wiry arms closing around her, 
propping her up. 


Callum. 
“Hey! Hey hey hey. Easy there. I’ve got you.” 


He didn’t look so strong himself. How long had they been here? Hours? 
A whole day? Who could say? She didn’t have her pocket-watch — she’d 
been too afraid to lose it at the beach, so she’d left it, her most prized 
possession, with Viv-Gabriel. And they hadn’t eaten before leaving. After 
all this time surviving off the Library’s vending machines, they’d been 
looking forward to dinner at some real sea-front restaurant — no way they 
were going to arrive already full. 


Stupid, stupid, stupid. They should at least have packed some food. All 
her fault as usual. Always taking charge and then whiffing it. She opened 
her eyes a crack, which felt like a feat of herculean strength; there was 
Callum’s face, lips slightly chapped, looking at her with dark-ringed eyes 
that swam with worry — and a blob of red, a blurry, hazy thing filling the 
corner of her eyes. 


Right. So she was dying then. 
That’s okay. It was her... fault... 


She considered using the last of her strength to tell Callum that if he 
remained stuck here too long, and she was dying anyway, he should feel 
free to eat her — but the thought slipped away like vapour in cold air. She 
didn’t have even that much energy left, and besides, it didn’t need to be 
said. Theirs just wasn’t a ‘you need my verbal confirmation that you’re 
allowed to eat me to avoid starvation’ kind of relationship. 


If only Coloth...... was her last thought as the darkness took her. 


Then her eyes blinked open, scant seconds later, as Callum gently 
lowered her to the ground, laying her head on the cloth-bag, now a 
makeshift pillow. 


Oh. 


She’d fainted, that was all. Fainted as people did, not movie characters, 
which was to say she’d lost control of herself for a few seconds and then 
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switched back on. 


The large red blob in her field of vision was still there — but clearer 
now. It was none other than a wrinkled old woman wearing several layers 
of dark crimson robes. 


“That’s it,” said Sister Claret. “Don’t want two dead kids on my hands, 
imagine the paperwork when we get out of here! I’m making a fire.” 


“T... but... no, wait!” she protested weakly, trying to raise herself up. 
“What are you — what are you going to burn?” 


“What do you think?” she said with a smirk 


“No no no, you can’t, these are valid books —!” she began to shout, but 
the Sister of Wepwawet did not head for the shelves, or grab any of the 
books. 


With great deftness, the Martian nun swept the electric lamp off the 
central reading table and ripped off its lampshade, leaving only the bare 
bulb. Then she grabbed Maritsa’s summer hat of straw, laid it atop the bare 
reading table, and then, holding the unshaded lamp in her hand like a 
firebrand, pressed the bare, yellow bulb against the straw until it began to 
smoulder. 


““...Oh,” Maritsa said in her feeble voice. “I see. That’s alright.” 


“Of course it is,” the woman replied. “I’m part of a Cydonian cult, the 
least I can do is respect other wacky belief systems, now isn’t it? And 
there’s plenty more where that came from once the hat burns out. Like I 
said, I can spare a layer of ceremonial robes or too, particularly if it’s to get 
some actual heating in trade-off.” 


“B-but... wait... but the readings...” 


She strained to get up, but Callum pushed her back down, one hand on 
each of her shoulders. Her body offered no resistance. 


“Shhh... It’s gonna be alright. Just rest.” 
“But we have to... Coloth is...” 


“T agree,” the man in black said, his tone clipped and demanding. “We 
cannot permit the momentary weakness of one girl, however... 
sympathetic... to get in the way of our plans. It is vital that the books be 
made to yield the way in and out of this place, if one exists.” 
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The Sister looked up from the fire, which had begun burning in earnest, 
and gave him a look entirely devoid of respect or consideration — but when 
she spoke, her words were conciliatory. 


“Then Pll do it,” she said, and switched off the mangled lamp. 


With the glowing orange flames in the middle of the room, darkness did 
not fall in full, this time, but the ritual had never called for pitch-black, just 
dark enough to obscure the titles on the spines. 


“But — but you aren’t trained like she is,” Callum said, more in 
surprise than protest as the old woman began to run her hands against the 
shelves, waiting until something called to her. 


“Well, no, but I’m still a professional nun,” she replied. “And a quick 
learner. I think I can get the hang of this well enough, ‘specially if the books 
understand that I’m filling in for her. Let’s see, is this relevant or what?” 


She finally wrenched a tall hardback free of a low shelf-rung, and, 
skipping back to the centre of the room in a manner which belied her age, 
examined its hand-drawn cover in the electric light. 


“The Goblin, the Witch, and the Kitchen Sink,” she said. “Oh good, it’s 
some kind of fairy tale. Just what I needed to read you kids to sleep. A way 
out would have been nice as well, but hey, I’m counting it as a win. You 
gotta be glass-half-full about these things, you’ll never see miracles 
anywhere. Thanks, books!” 


“You kids? Kids plural? J don’t need to sleep,” Callum protested. 


“Yes you do,” Claret said with a fond, challenging smile. “Go on. I'll be 
there to wake you. It’s all going to be alright. And that goes for you boys as 
well, if y’ want,” she called out to the Professor and the man in black; but 
the latter stood there, impassive, and the Professor had already retreated 
into his shell without waiting for permission, so she simply opened the 
strange picture-book and began to read.” 
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THE GOBLIN, THE WITCH, AND THE KITCHEN 


SINK 


A story from the worlds of “Coloth”’ 
By Ismaeel Clarke 


It snowed unforgivingly and relentlessly. The wind whipped and 
howled about them like dogs baying and growling and yapping at their feet, 
nipping and biting with the wrath of a million years’ worth of neglect and 
abuse. Their jackets, though warm, were desperately inadequate for the 
weather, which was somewhat inclement, it being December 1962. 


The train that had been chuffing and puffing all the way along the 
mountainside had been immobilised by drifts of snow, and its gleaming red 
buffer had come to a halt, forbidden passage by the mountain of snow that 
lay before them. 


Holly, Maria and Jacob Evans had been travelling home from their old 
wee grandmother who lived high in the perilous peaks of the Highlands 
(which were very high, and very, very land indeed, although not remotely 
bland), whom they had been visiting for Christmas, when a great blizzard 
had set in, twirling and twiddling its way about the countryside like a 
loathsome beast, ferocious in its animosity towards all that moved or 
thought or spake. Holly, being a rather resourceful sort of person, had 
immediately thought that they should stay in the train, for safety. However, 
the others had refused, and hence they found themselves wandering through 
the Scottish jungles in the bitter-cold wind and snow, equipped with nothing 
more than the bags that they had brought with them. 
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“Is anybody else beginning to think that this was a really bad idea?” 
asked Holly. 


Jacob, who was still very young indeed, was clinging tight to Holly’s 
leg, and shivering all over. He said nothing, but looked up with big, soulful 
eyes, and looked very frigid indeed, in both posture and temperature. His 
lacklustre eyes were completely devoid of soul, and his lips were a shade of 
aubergine generally reserved for blueberries. 


Maria, who was always the adventurous one, said, “Come on! There 
might be shelter just around the corner, and then we shall be nice and warm! 
Just think of a fire, all blazing bright, with hot tea and buttered crumpets!” 


Poor little Jacob was positively slobbering at the thought, and Holly 
could see that he wanted to say that he would like that very much indeed, 
but his tiddly little teeth were chattering far too much for him to opine on 
the matter. Holly weighed up the options in her head. Thinking was 
arduous; it was bitterly cold and she was soaked to the skin, making it hard 
to concentrate on anything. Wearily, she wondered how far it was back to 
the train, and how long they had been stuck walking in this feverish 
nightmare for, and the possibility of finding respite and a nice warm place 
to sleep for the night, away from the dank and the cold and the wet. The 
longer Holly attempted to think, the harder it became, and the more her 
head started to round and round in circles, gyrating like a tove on a bad sort 
of a day, and she began to feel most giddy. 


Thankfully, the decision was taken out of her hands, for Maria, who had 
gone on ahead, had just let out an exuberant yelp, and was dancing and 
prancing about all over the place like a drunken swan at a goose’s wedding. 
Holly and Jacob rushed over to see what had been found. The object which 
had piqued Maria’s excitement, it seemed, was nothing more than an 
ordinary kitchen sink, shiny and rotund, abandoned by its owners, bereft 
and alone in the cold. 


“Don’t worry, I’m okay!” said Maria. 
“Why wouldn’t you be?” asked Holly. 


“Well,” said Maria, “Haven’t I been away for an awful long time? I 
mean, I was gone simply ages!” 


“But we just saw you with us a moment ago,” said Holly, “You can’t 
have been gone all that long.” 
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“But I tell you I was!” said Maria, “There was this great flash of light, 
and I was transported to this magical realm thingie, and there I met the most 
wonderful creatures! I tell you, it’s true!” 


Holly inspected the kitchen sink from which the light flash had 
ostensibly come. By all accounts, it seemed an incredibly ordinary sort of a 
kitchen sink, and Holly knew that they must hurry, as they couldn’t survive 
in the cold for terribly long. She decided not to tell Maria and Jacob, but she 
feared that they would not live to see tomorrow, and with every second that 
passed the worry grew deeper, and she knew that they must press on most 
rapidly. 


“Look, Maria,” she said, “are you quite sure that 1t wasn’t all something 
that you imagined? There’s nothing here.” 


“But I tell you — !” began Maria, but doubt was already beginning to 
creep into her eyes, and Holly could see that she was no longer entirely sure 
of herself. 


“Come on!” said Holly, “We have to move.” 
“But —” Maria began, but she gave up and came along. 


But all of a sudden, the strangest thing occurred. From out of the basin 
of the sink came a most uncanny, spectral noise, sweet and strange 
simultaneously, echoing about the landscape. Time seemed to slow, and the 
snowflakes that whirled through the air came to a standstill. Holly, Maria 
and Jacob turned to see what was going on, and were immediately met by a 
great, incandescent glow emanating from the sink, a_ bedazzling 
kaleidoscopic array of colour and light. With a sound not unakin to that of 
an elephant having a bath, it began to inflate in a most alarming manner, 
and rose to engulf them. The smell of pine resin filled their nostrils as they 
flew through the interim of worlds that lay before them. They were, as you 
may imagine, exceedingly shocked by this occurrence, and very 
disappointed indeed when the light faded out of their vision and they 
reappeared in a wood almost identical to the one which they had left behind 
them. 


“Well,” remarked Holly, “That was anticlimactic.” 


But Maria was considerably more excited. 
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“This is it!” she kept saying, “This is where I was! Do you see, Holly, 
do you see! This is the magical land of Gendar, which is cursed to be cold 
for a million billion years, and we’re the ones who’ve got to set it right!” 


“Well, how did you know that?” asked Holly. 


“T told you, I came here earlier and I found this lovely fawn called Mr 
Tummyrub, and he told me all about this land, and there’s a bunch of evil 
people who we’ve got to try and defeat!” 


“Really?” said Holly. 
“Really!” said Maria. 


Just then, there was a great trumpeting of bells, which oughtn’t to have 
been trumpeting, as bells don’t, but they were rebellious bells, being bells, 
and so did anyhow, and along came a great chariot drawn by two great 
caffalumps, majestic and noble, and on that sleek chariot there lay a witch, 
reclining relaxed in a silver throne, flanked by snow and ice. With the 
chariot, which was really a quite impressive sleigh, came the smell of 
cinnamon and hot chocolate, and nice warm things to be consumed in the 
evenings, which, to the starving children, smelt positively heavenly. By the 
shoulder of the witch, there hovered a little old owl, brown and mottled, 
wavering in the air like a little hummingbird. 


“Hallo,” said Holly, tentatively, who was always polite, “I’m Holly, and 
this is Maria and Jacob. How do you do?” 


Maria strode determinedly up to the witch. “Do you have any food?” 
she asked, in a manner as forthright as manners can get. 


“Maria!” chided Holly, embarrassed. 


“Tt’s alright,” said the witch, who, thought Holly, looked old and kind. 
The witch smiled, and her eyes went all crinkly, as eyes are apt to do when 
accustomed to smiling. Her fluffy grey hair bounced about as she bent 
down to say hello. “As a matter of fact, dear, I do. Would you happen to be 
wanting any of it?” 

“I should like that very much indeed,” said Maria, “But Mister 
Tummyrub said that you were evil and not to trust you.” 


“But Mister Tummyrub,” said the old witch, whose name was Mrs 
Crumbshot, “is evil, and you really oughtn’t to trust him.” 
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“But witch,” said Maria, who didn’t know that the witch’s name was 
Mrs Crumbshot, “Mister Tummyrub, as I just said, said just exactly the 
same thing about you, so how should I know who to trust?” 


“Well, look at it this way, dear,’ said Mrs Crumbshot, whose name 
Maria didn’t know. “Did Mister Tummyrub try to sell you to the evil 
bastards running this place?” 


“Why, yes!” said Maria, “However did you know? But he decided 
against it, in the end, and told me all about you and your evil ways.” 


“But how do you know that he wasn’t just trying to turn you against 
me, because he’s working for the evil people who run this place?” asked the 
witch. 


“T don’t,” said Maria, “but I met Mr Tummyrub first, and he seemed 
nice, and you don’t, particularly.” 


“Charming,” remarked Mrs Crumbshot. 


“Look,” said Holly, coming to a decision, “I think that we should trust 
her; she may be able to help us, and we’ve no reason not to take us at her 
word.” 


“But Mister Tummyrub said...” 


“We don’t know whether Mister Tummyrub is right or not, but we’ll 
have to take our chances,” said Holly. “Now, come on.” 


With as much authority as she could muster, she walked up into the 
carriage of the witch, and poor little Jacob, who could barely keep his eyes 
open, blindly followed. Begrudgingly, Maria got in the cart as well. 


“Here you are, then, dearies,” said Mrs Crumbshot, handing out bowls, 
“Warm soup.” 


“Thank you very much indeed,” said Holly, and nudged Maria, who had 
yet to thank the witch. 


The witch noticed. “Oh, it’s no bother, dear,” she said in reply, “I’m 
used to it.” 


Soon, Holly, Maria and Jacob were all fast asleep, and old Mrs 
Crumbshot stopped the sleigh by the wayside and set up camp. 


* ok 3K 
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Holly was awoken in the middle of the night by a rough shaking, and 
before she could even startle had a hand placed over her mouth to stifle her. 


“Shh!” whispered Maria loudly, face illuminated eerily by a dim candle 
which she held before her, “It’s only me. We’re escaping from that evil 
hag.” 


“But — !” Holly began to whisper, but was quickly dragged away by 
Maria, who then proceeded to repeat the procedure on Jacob. 


Holly yawned, rubbed her sleep-laden eyes, and unironically longed for 
Morpheus’ gentle embrace, which is a rather hard thing to do without being 
Shakespeare or somebody like that. “Don’t you ever tire?” she asked 
wearily. 


“No?” said Maria, as she skipped merrily off into the forest. Holly and 
Jacob followed slowly, wearily wandering along behind. 


“Here!” said Maria excitedly, and led them to an ominous looking 
tunnel, of which Holly did not at all like the look. 


“T do not at all like the look of this ominous looking tunnel,” said Holly. 
“Ehh,” said Maria, “It'll be fine. Besides, it’s an Adventure!” 


Holly did not at all like the sound of that, as Maria’s Adventures tended 
to be very dangerous and stressful, but Maria was quite intent on the matter, 
so she had no alternative but to comply. 


The tunnel was quite warm, but compared to the lovely beds which Mrs 
Crumbshot (they had all, by this point, been properly introduced) had 
provided, it was quite chilly, and Holly longed for rest, of which she had 
had very little. It was dark and fairly damp, and it had the smell of that 
which has not been used for a while, a fusty, dusty, musty smell, all stuffy 
and horrible. The going was hard, and multiple times Holly had to assist 
Jacob in moving along, as his little hands and feet could barely manage. 
Just as Holly was beginning to think that they would never emerge from the 
hellhole, Maria, who was leading the way, gave a shout. 


“We’re through!” she announced triumphantly, and a tremendous grin 
lit up her face like a firework. 


Indeed, beyond Maria’s legs, Holly could see the light at the end of the 
tunnel. It was not natural light; it glew bright crimson, like blood or rubies, 
and flickered like the dying vestiges of my sanity. 
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“Do you think we should perhaps... ?” began Holly, but it was too late. 
Maria had already strode into the cavern beyond, looking for all the world 
like she owned the place. Holly and Jacob scrambled after her. 


Holly let out an involuntary gasp of surprise. They had emerged into the 
most gargantuan cavern that Holly had ever seen. It was so big, felt Holly, 
that to get all the way across it would take absolutely hours and hours. The 
size was So great, so awe-inspiring, that Holly, thinking hard, imagined that 
an entire mountain could be fitted in there with room to spare. The roof 
stretched up into the heavens at such a rate that she couldn’t even see the 
ceiling, let alone gauge its height. 


There must have been magic in that tunnel, concluded Holly, We 
couldn t possibly have come all of that way! 


And the people! The cavern was full to the brim, from one side to the 
other, with many short, blue-skinned people, who had the most ridiculously 
tall ears, and rotund little bellies that wiggled and woggled from side to side 
when they walked. They wore an assortment of outlandishly colourful 
clothes of various levels of tastefulness, and seemed to have various 
customary greeting rituals which they all followed. Their language, when 
they spoke it, was a series of guttural cries and shrieks, and you would 
certainly be forgiven, upon hearing it out of context, for mistaking it for 
being the sound of somebody’s dad being repeatedly hit by a cat. They all 
seemed to be flocking around large kilns, from which the flickering crimson 
light like blood or rubies had been emanating. The kilns were great 
monolithic things, and situated around the voluminous cavern at strategic 
points. The three children were situated on a ledge overlooking one, and 
Holly held on tight to Jacob to ensure that he didn’t fall. 


It wasn’t at all long before somebody noticed them, and the revelation 
that there were outsiders in the cavern caused quite a tremendous kerfuffle, 
with people running about all over the place, and committees and 
subcommittees being formed all over the place. Arguing was prevalent, 
chaos had descended, and just as Holly was about to suggest that they 
should perhaps do something, a decision was finally and unanimously 
reached by the people down below. Immediately, a troupe of them ascended 
to the ledge on which the children stood and accosted them. Taking a great 
length of rope out of seemingly nowhere, the Goblins of Gendar (for that 
was who the people were) solemnly and efficiently tied up the children. 
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“Well, that’s not very nice,” said Maria indignantly. “I say! What are 
you going to do with us?” 


“Why!” said one of the Goblins, who had the most extraordinary and 
extravagant clothes out of all of them, “we shall eat you, of course.” 


“Oh dear,” sighed Holly. 
“How exciting!” enthused Maria. 
Jacob thought it to be not at all exciting, and began to cry. 


“There, there,” said Holly distractedly, and attempted to give him a hug, 
but failed, primarily due to the copious amount of hemp around their 
middles. 


The Goblins began to march them through the middle of the cavern, and 
Holly, despite her worries about being eaten, began to feel most self- 
conscious. It was indeed a solemn procession, and a solemn procession was 
it. All the way across the cavernous cavern they were taken, right to the 
largest kiln at the far end, where a great steaming pot lay hung, already 
seasoned appropriately for the occasion (thyme, coriander, broth, and just a 
hint of garlic). 


“Now look here!” exclaimed Maria, looking peeved, and attempting to 
fold her arms, but failing, “Why on earth do you want to eat us?” 


This caused another consternation among the Goblins, albeit a much 
smaller one this time, among solely the group who had escorted the three 
children across the room. The one who had spoken earlier (whose name, I 
must here note for posterity, was Guzzledy-Gut) spake once more, thusly, 
“Why, because we’re hungry of course” 


“Well, don’t you have anything else to eat?” 
The huddle occurred once more. 


“Nay!” said Guzzledy-Gut, once tradition had been carried out to its full 
extent. “We had all our lovely delicious rabbits taken away by that White 
Witch, Crumbshot, and now we have naught to eat!” 


Maria looked positively delighted, and with great relish emitted the 
following words, “I Anew it! She was evil all along!” Maria thought briefly. 
“Now,” she continued, “look here. We shall go and bargain with the witch 
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and get your rabbits back, and in return you shall absolutely promise never 
to try to eat us ever again.” 


The huddle lasted for a longer period this time, and contained a larger 
proportion of the Goblin population, but it still was not long before the 
spokesgoblin emerged from the cluster and spake thusly, once more: 


“Yes, that sounds reasonable. But you must be very careful of the White 
Witch, for she is Evil and must not be trusted.” 


“We shall!’ promised Maria, and the Goblins untied Jacob, Maria and 
Holly. Jacob was most relieved at this state of affairs, and immediately 
communicated this by having a breakdown on the floor of the cavern. The 
Goblins found this very awkward indeed, and set about trying to comfort 
him. Holly and Maria decided that it was best, all things considered, to 
leave him in their capable hands so that they could focus on confronting the 
witch. So off they set, into the darkness. 


Kk 3K 


Mrs Crumbshot was sat by the fire with her owl, Blibbly-Bloop, 
knitting a long, multi-coloured scarf for an old friend, when all of a sudden, 
she felt a sharp blade held up against her throat. It teetered precariously this 
way and that like a sort of a ship, only a considerably more dangerous one 
than is ordinarily found at sea. 


“Stop right there, you evil hag!” proclaimed Maria, for it was she who 
was holding the knife up to the throat of Mrs Crumbshot. From where she 
had procured the knife, we can only imagine. 


Mrs Crumbshot decided that, all things considered, it was best to stay 
still and try to work out what the mad girl wanted. She moved not a muscle, 
but her smile grew considerably more forced, and her eyes grew wider and 
wider. 


Much as she hated to admit it, Holly had to admit that Maria was right, 
and that the Witch was almost certainly evil, as kidnapping poor ickle 
bunny rabbits is not generally the sort of thing that nice people tend to do. 
So she had tagged along with Maria, and worried about Jacob (who, we 
must note, was having an absolute whale of a time with the Goblins, who 
weren’t), but this, she felt, was too much. Moving very slowly and 
carefully, she moved towards Maria. 
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“Now, then, Maria,” she said, very slowly, “Put down the knife.” 
“Why?” said Maria, grinning madly. 


“Well,” said Holly, breathing slowly to regulate her emotions, 
“somebody might get hurt.” 


“That’s the point!” said Maria, gesticulating wildly with her right hand, 
and, before she could stop herself, began to gesticulate with her left as well, 
otherwise known as the hand that was holding a sharp knife. 


Old Mrs Crumbshot’s hand shot up like an arrow, at a faster speed than 
Holly thought that it was possible for hands to go, and grabbed hold of 
Maria’s. Maria was breathing very quickly indeed, and looking quite 
shocked, staring at her left hand in horror. 


“Oh, god,” said Holly, and let out a long, deep breath she hadn’t known 
she’d been holding in, “Oh, dear god.” 


“Now, then,” said Mrs Crumbshot. “How about we all sit down with a 
nice cup of tea, and you can explain just what the problem 1s.” 


Kk 3K 


The tea was hot, and calming, and smelled delicious, of spice and 
cinnamon and home in the winter. They all sat in Mrs Crumbshot’s sleigh, 
and talked. It was a good talk, and it was a long talk, and eventually the 
topic came round to the small matter of why Maria was so eager to kill Mrs 
Crumbshot. 


“You see,” said Maria, “the Goblins said that they hadn’t any food, and 
that you had taken all of their rabbits away, so they had nothing to eat! So 
you see, you simply must be evil, and we have to get the rabbits back off of 
you to give back to the Goblins!” 


“Don’t the rabbits get a say in any of this?” asked Mrs Crumbshot, 
“You see, they didn’t much like getting eaten all of the time, so I helped 
them to escape.” 


“But don’t you see?” said Maria. “Now the poor Goblins have nothing 
to eat, and they are all going hungry and are going to starve!” 


Holly was very quiet. She was not quite asleep, and not quite awake, 
and just enjoying the lovely drowsy feeling that had come over her all of a 
sudden. 
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“Well, can’t they eat something else?” asked Mrs Crumbshot. 
“Not sure,” said Maria. “Shall we go and ask them?” 


Mrs Crumbshot was initially reticent to pay their little blue friends 
another visit, seeing as they weren’t exactly on the most cordial of terms, 
but Maria soon convinced her that it was the Right Thing To Do, and off 
they set. 


Maria looked over at the sleeping figure of Holly. 


“Oh dear,” she said, “I don’t think Holly will be able to manage the 
tunnel” 


“Oh, don’t worry about that, dearie,” said Mrs Crumbshot, and grinned, 
“T know a better way.” 


Ths sleigh slid onto a patch of ground that seemed indistinct from any 
other, although the caffalumps didn’t seem to be all too fond of it, all things 
considered, and it was suspiciously lacking in vegetable matter. The reason 
for this was soon unearthed, however, as the ground immediately 
surrounding the sled clicked out of its natural place, and began to descend 
down, down, into the bowels of Gendar. 


The Goblins were fairly confused (although significantly relieved; 
Jacob, they had found, was a right handful) to find Maria, Holly, and the 
Witch all together, and on such friendly terms, but when Maria explained it 
all, and after they had gone into the customary huddle, they seemed much 
happier about it all, although they admitted that they did not, in fact, 
possess any other recipes that they could use. 


Holly, by this time, was quite rested, and had a very good idea. “Do you 
—” she asked, “do you happen to possess any lentils?” 


The Goblins confirmed that they did possess such a thing. 
“Carrots?” Yes. 

“Garlic?” Yes. 

“Rice?” Yes. 


About a dozen of such ingredients were gone through, and each time 
the Goblins confirmed that they possessed such an ingredient, and once 
Holly was satisfied, she offered the following proclamation: 
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“Well,” she said, “I think that you have just about all the ingredients 
that you need to make dhaal and rice.” 


The Goblins did not know what such a thing was, but Maria, Jacob and 
Mrs Crumbshot affirmed that it was very tasty indeed, and so they all got 
busy cooking. Before long, a most delicious smell wafted into the rafters, 
spicy and sweet and just the right combination of all the different 
ingredients to make the most delicious dhaal ever eaten on Gendar. 


To celebrate, the Goblins participated in a celebratory dance, and it was 
an elaborate and eclectic dance, which whirled and twirled all around the 
place, and the Goblins and Mrs Crumbshot made up, and everybody was 
happy and content, and they all lived happily ever after until in came the 
Forces of Evil and captured them all! 


Their leader, Sarkastik Bleach, was the most villainous villain you ever 
did see, and twirled his twirly moustache until he could twirl it no more, 
and luxuriated in the most evillest, longest, loudest, campest evil laugh that 
anybody ever did laugh, and he posed dramatically in the doorway for 
effect. (Let it be noted that he hailed from the Land of Panto, which is a 
very big thing — so he had Standards, and they were not at all standard 
Standards either.) In fact, I think that just to show quite how evil he is, we 
all ought to give him a great big “Boo!”. Now, I hope you joined in with 
that, because if you didn’t, then you’re quite frankly a disgrace to your 
family and should be glued upside-down to a merry-go-round tree until you 
need new feet. 


“Bwhahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahah 
ahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha 
hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahah 
ahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha 
hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahah 
ahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha 
hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahah 
ahaha!” he laughed, evilly. 


“Are you quite finished?” asked Mrs Crumbshot. 


“Nearly,” he said, 
““‘hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha 
hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahah 
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ahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha 
hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahah 
ahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha 
hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha!” he 
continued. 


“Now!” said he. “With that out of the way, let me introduce you to my 
evil plan, which is very evil, and very well-planned. But before I do, I’m 
just going to lock you all up. Forgive me an evil laugh, won’t you? 
Bwahahahahahahaha! Now... See ya, losers!” 


I think it’s time that we gave him a great big “Boo!”, don’t you? I really 
hope that you joined in with that one, for if you didn’t, then you’re a 
disgrace to your town, and deserve to be painted red and used as an 
advertising billboard. 


Sarkastik Bleach left, dramatically. 
“Well, that was dramatic,” remarked Maria. 


Just then, a wardrobe appeared in midair, and through it stepped an old, 
balding man with kindly eyes, yet a furrowed brow. 


“Oh, hallo,” he said, “I don’t suppose I’m interrupting anything?” 
“Who are you?” asked Mrs Crumbshot. 

“Who are you?” agreed the Goblin. 

“Well,” said the old man, “I’m C.S. Lewis, but you can call me Clive.” 
“Oh!” exclaimed Holly, “I’m a big fan of your work.” 

Holly shook C.S. Lewis by the hand most thoroughly. 

Mrs Crumbshot waved. 


“Hallo!” said she. “We’ve just been captured by evil dictators from the 
Land of Panto. Would you like to join us?” 


“Yes please,” said C.S. Lewis. “It sounds an awful lot of fun.” 
“Oh, it is,” attested Maria. 


Mrs Crumbshot’s brow furrowed, as she remembered something that 
she had heard once. 


“You’re not supposed to be here at all!” she said. “You’re supposed to 
be somewhere else, in that place, with the lion, I can never remember its 
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name, but you really ought to be there. If you don’t, the Gods of Gendar 
will be angered, and tear the place down around us! This could be a 
disaster!” 


Taking control of the situation, she wandered over to the wardrobe, and 
tutted. 

“Tsk, tsk, tsk,” she tutted, solemnly. “Faulty wardrobe,” 

“Can you fix it?” asked Clive. 


Mrs Crumbshot inhaled through her teeth. “Weell,” she said, “maybe, 
maybe not. You never can tell with wardrobes.” 


Just then, up came running a Goblin from the lower levels. 
“A dragon!” he exclaimed, “There’s a dragon in the lower levels!” 


This caused the largest kerfuffle that the children had yet seen, and the 
Goblins hurried and bustled about all over the place, hurrying and scurrying 
like ants in a colony. Jacob, Maria, Holly, Mrs Crumbshot, and C.S. Lewis 
decided quickly to get out of the way. Clive, entirely by accident, found a 
secret passageway, unguarded by the Forces of Evil, and they all hurried out 
through it into the daylight, bright and fresh as a baby out of the womb. 


“Not so fast!” said Sarkastik Bleach. 
“Who said that?” asked Mrs Crumbshot. 


“He’s behind you!” exclaimed Maria, and I really do hope that you 
joined in with that, as otherwise you’re a disgrace to your county, and 
deserve to be tickled with electric ostriches until the power runs out. 

Mrs Crumbshot turned. She saw nothing behind her but the trees and 
the sky, and Sarkastik had coincidentally just dodged at that very moment. 


“Oh no, it isn’t!”’ she said. 


“Oh, yes, it is!” said Holly, pointing, and if you didn’t join in with that 
you’re a disgrace to your planet and deserve to be turned into a mastodon, 
teleported to 1963, and hung up by the ears in the Australian outback. 


Mrs Crumbshot turned once more, this time the other way. Once again, 
she saw nothing behind her but the trees and the snow and the sky, as 
Sarkastik had bent down to pick up his moustache, which had fallen off. 


“Oh no it isn’t!” she exclaimed. 
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1”? 


“Oh yes, it is!”” chorused everybody else, and if you did not join in with 
that then you are a disgrace to your solar system, and deserve to be pushed 
down a great big pink-and-purple-polka-dotted hole. 


Thankfully we were all saved another round of this arduous business by 
the timely arrival of the Forces of Evil, who locked them all up again. 


“Again?” asked C.S. Lewis. 
“Again,” said everybody else. 
Just then, along came the Goblins. 


“Hallo,” they said to Sarkastik Bleach very keenly, for they were very 
keen sort of Goblins. “Look at what we can do!” 


And, as they were very good at remembering things, they taught 
Sarkastik exactly how to make dhaal and rice, and the delicious smell of 
spices and onion and garlic and lovely, delicious flavour wafted up from the 
pan, and floated ever-so carefully all the way through the air into 
Sarkastik’s nose, and once it was there it luxuriously trickled its way to the 
very back of his nostrils, and from there the smell pinged its way up into his 
olfactory bulb, and from there it exploded in a zingy ball of delicious 
goodness, and made Sarkastik realise just how hungry he really was. 


“Mmm,” he said, “something smells absolutely delicious!” 
“That’d be the dhaal, dear,” said Mrs Crumbshot. “You can have some, 
if you like.” 


“Ooh, yes please,” said Sarkastik, and he looked very excited indeed, 
and started jumping up and down and leaping around like a cricket with a 
headache. 


“T don’t suppose...,” one of the massed Forces of Evil asked tentatively, 
“that I could have some too?” 


“But of course!” exclaimed the Goblins. “There’s quite enough for 
everybody!” 


“T don’t suppose you could possibly let us out?” asked Mrs Crumbshot, 
“I’m afraid that if I don’t manage to fix Mr Lewis’ wardrobe here, then the 
Gods will descend upon us, and then we shall all be in a right sort of a 
pickle.” 
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“Oh, yes, of course!” exclaimed Sarkastik, whose mind was filled with 
thoughts of dhaal, “Release the prisoners!” 


And so the prisoners were released, and Mrs Crumbshot fixed Mr 
Lewis’ wardrobe, and he was sent through, and they all had lots of dhaal 
and rice, and sang songs about the campfire, and Sarkastik and Mrs 
Crumbshot both worked together to lift the curse on Gendar, so there were 
bluebells and snowdrops beginning to sprout all about, and the stars 
twinkled down on them, loving guardians of all that is true, and happy, and 
right, and kind. 


* ok 3k 


The children were sent back home, straight home, so that they didn’t 
even have to get on the train again, and they ended up back outside their 
own house, just in time for New Year’s Eve. 


In later years, Holly would maintain that they had simply imagined the 
entire thing, and Jacob would barely remember it. Maria, however, always 
maintained that it had actually happened (although she did not speak of it in 
public, as this would have been a most foolish thing to do), and even as the 
years went by, and Holly, wonderful Holly, passed on, and Jacob grew 
older, and unable to care for himself at all, Maria maintained that one day 
the Witch would come back, and take her away to new adventures. Every 
Christmas she made it her tradition to wait at the window in case old Mrs 
Crumbshot came round again, and every Christmas she ended up going to 
bed unsatisfied. Until one year, when everything seemed to be changing 
faster than normal, and the world was going round, and round, and round, 
and spiralling into chaos, in the Christmas of 2023, that is when she saw 
her. Out in the garden, just a glimpse at first. But the glimpse became more 
and more solid, until Maria was quite, quite sure it was her. She slipped on 
her dressing gown, and ran out into the garden. She ran more than she had 
ran for many years, faster and lighter, like a child once more. The moon 
shone down, bright upon the lawn. And there, in the shadow, was the White 
Witch of Gendar, her old eyes smiling so bright, bright as the moon above. 


“Hello,” said Maria Evans. 


“Hallo, dear,” said Mrs Crumbshot. “Did you miss me?” 
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SCENE 14 


“Well then. I see I’ve been sorely missed...” 


No individual piece of Doctor Know’s outfit should have worked. Not 
the trousers which looked like they belonged to a pair of pyjamas, not the 
bright purple leather trench coat which would still have hovered on the edge 
of “too much” if the campiest of drag kings had been wearing it, not the 
faintly oversized scarf, and certainly not the stick of celery, which was just 
obvious. Not mathematically-projected pretend-celery at that; actual celery, 
which looked like he hadn’t replaced it in a few days, such that it was 
clearly starting to go off. 


And for all that, Coloth had no trouble taking the newcomer utterly 
seriously. He moved with a rare confidence, with such utter certainty in his 
self-assertion that when he walked, it seemed as though he stayed perfectly 
still, and the movement of his legs caused the ground below him to rotate 
with everything that stood upon it. In this respect Coloth found himself 
reminded of Auteur, from what little he had seen of him three months ago, 
after the Naimon incident — that sense of someone who was realer than he 
was; and of a man who did not so much demand complete obedience from 
reality as he assumed it as a matter of course. 


Yet there was none of Auteur’s feckless theatricality to Doctor Know. 
Whatever his name, whatever his style, here was someone who took himself 
absolutely seriously, and Coloth was inclined to trust him on that. If some 
galactic tourist had shown up to the Library wearing a stick of celery in 
their breast pocket, even Coloth at his most timid might have asked them 
what they thought they were playing at, but if this man did it, Coloth was 
happy to take on faith that he must have a very good reason. 


All of which made it even more concerning that the curly-haired man 
looked as though he’d fought a war to get here. There were slashes and 
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tears in his coat and scarf, and a bleeding wound on his left hand which was 
not quite so serious as to need immediate attention, but still much too deep 
to pass for a papercut. His left cheek, too, bore a visible bruise. 


Still he moved with impeccable calm into the M.ES. office, and took 
stock of the printouts, and examined the progress report on the screen of his 
computer; then he turned to stare at Tetra-None Hepta-Oct. 


““...8o much so, in fact,” he continued, and he’d begun that sentence 
quite a while ago, but everyone remembered where he had left it dangling, 
and it was unthinkable that they might have done otherwise, “that some 
have taken it upon themselves to use my things.” 


“Doctor, with respect,” the Cyclock defended themself, “you’re never 
there —“ 


“And do you think there isn’t always a good reason for that?!” 


“Well, I distinctly remember finding you at the coffee shop down the 
road —” 


“Oh, alright, I went there to relax once or twice!” he snapped. “This 
whole M.E.S. thing is a side-gig, you know. I do have other duties. Ruling 
my own dimension and all. Not to mention my — entanglements — in this 
reality’s Land of Oz...” 


“Alright, alright!” his colleague said, putting her hands up in a placating 
gesture. “Listen, I’m sorry. But this kid here needed help — help finding 
something, I might add. Actual M.F.S. business. And I didn’t break 
anything, just wasted some office paper — I’m sure the Great Higher-Ups’ 
budget covers that.” 


“It’s the principle of the thing,” the Doctor said with more pique than 
anger as he turned away from her and strode all the way to the computer 
itself, whose hull he began to caress like an injured pet in need of comfort. 
“This computer is mine. You understand? Mine. I don’t like to have other 
people mucking about with it. It’s like a second child to me.” 


“Second?” Coloth asked, keen to be polite. 


Tetra’s mouth opened, then closed again. She closed her enormous eye 
and ran a hand over the closed lid as she muttered: “Trust me, you do not 
want to know.” 
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“You. Cactus. Hello. Who are you?” said the Doctor, appearing to 
notice Coloth for the first time once he had ascertained that his abominable 
computer was indeed none the worse for wear. “Oh! Oh! That customer 
Tetra mentioned, yes, I see. Sorry; tiny bit distracted at the moment.” He 
blinked. “You wouldn’t happen to be called Coloth, would you?” 


“Y-yes, I am,” he confirmed. “Coloth of the Ulk-Ra. Ambassador of the 
Plume Coteries,’ he added belatedly, still unused to the title; and he 
immediately wondered if he should have mentioned it. After all, he was not 
on Bookkeeper business now. “H-how did you know that, sir?” he asked, to 
avoid leaving things on that potentially misleading note. “Are you some 
sort of wizard?” 


He’d had to get used, since his rebirth, to the fact that in many species, 
magic was not the province of women alone. If there was one thing that 
might have enticed him to become female in his old life, it might have been 
the chance to learn the arts of the wise-women — not surgery or strategy, 
those had never appealed, but the old ways of foretelling, the powers of 
plants and berries, the meanings of dreams and the truth of the gods? These 
things had a kind of exotic appeal. These things he could imagine desiring. 


He wondered again what had become of Otchon, his sister. Long-dead 
in the total timescale, he’d had it explained to him, but then, so was 
everybody he might be likely to meet outside the Library, so he tried not to 
let it get him down. Had she become a wise-woman herself? Perhaps a true 
sorceress, as they’d dreamed in their childhood games? 


“Well, yes, I am a sorcerer, now you come to mention it,” Doctor Know 
said in answer to his naive question, “as well as a doctor. Not a witch- 
doctor, though, thank you very much. And quite human, I assure you. But 
as to your name, no, that was more of a lucky guess.” 


As a Serious frown returned to the sorcerer’s features, he glanced at the 
office door — which, with impeccable timing which might have been 
attributable to the culprit having listened at the keyhole, waiting for the 
appropriate moment to make an entrance, chose this moment to fly open. 


The Crieff street outside was a fiery devastation. A figure stepped 
through the smoke and raised an arm, commanding a herd of monstrous 
silhouettes at their back. 
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“Seek Coloth!” the figure ordered in an ageless, synthetic voice that had 
none of the grating rhythmically of the typical robotic malfeasant, and was 
all the more intimidating for it. “Locate Coloth! Destroy Coloth!” 


“See what I mean,” the Doctor said mildly, “about my having very good 
reasons for going AWOL every now and again?” 


Coloth cringed, readying himself for battle or flight — whichever 
would seem wiser once these attackers made themselves known more 
clearly. The Ulk-Ra valued bravery, of course, and his clan was no 
exception, but there was no sense in fighting impossible battles, not when 
he had Maritsa and Callum counting on him at the Library. 


He just hoped they were alright. 
ee 


Maritsa and Callum were more than alright. 


The sleep had done them good, as had the warmth of the fire. They 
were still hungry, but without the looming threat of their bodies shutting 
down, it was nothing with which they hadn’t dealt before, during those long 
six months of surviving in the uncolonised floors. They recognised those 
pangs; this was one-day hunger, no more than that, and Maritsa had packed 
three bottles of water. They could survive a while yet. 


Once she was back on her feet, Maritsa had tried to insist that they 
should resume the readings at once, but Sister Claret knew budding 
fanaticism when she saw it, having lost many good colleagues to the 
recklessness it brought on, and she vetoed the suggestion by means of 
insistently flicking the light back on every time Maritsa tried to switch it 
off. Things had nearly come to blows, the man in black naturally siding 
with Maritsa — 


— and then Sister Claret had gotten out that fateful clarinet of hers, and 
played a peculiar tune, and everyone else in the Reading Room had found 
themselves dancing an alien jig until she stopped. The sight of the Professor 
swaying around, rocking on the heel of his single, moist foot was one the 
others would not soon forget, but even the man in black had been unable to 
resist the strange Cydonian magicks. 


People listened to her after that. 
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And what she had said was that they needed something to take their 
minds off the entire predicament — to clear their heads, and return 
refreshed to the matter at hand. It was with noticeable religious deference 
that she had suggested one of the great arts of Old Earth: table-top role- 
playing games. 

A suitable set of materials had been found, soon enough, on one of the 
shelves, complete with a foldable cardboard die. 


“The Legions of Death,’ Professor She’hayle had pontificated upon 
seeing the title. “Evidently a literary play on a common titular format for 
works relating to the adventures of the Archon depicted on that cover — 
The This or That of Doom, et cetera et cetera, but when one remembers that 
the authors of this game were probably humans, considering the time 
period, then we might find a certain poignant iconoclasm in applying it to a 
term most commonly used on Earth to refer to human military bodies —” 


The tall, thin booklet had been snatched out of his pseudopod before he 
could say any more, and the survivors of the Snowstorm had begun to flip 
through it curiously, committing the rules to memory, trying to get sneaky 
peeks of the plot ahead, and wondering what characters to embody. 


“Frankly I'd love to have a go at playing him,” the elderly Martian had 
mused, tapping the painting that served as the cover of the main gamebook, 
“but I think I’m going to have to be the game-mistress, so you’! have to do 
without.” 


“T could play him,” the Professor had remarked. “He looks 
distinguished. A man of culture.” 


“Oh don’t you dare. He’s optional in the plot, anyway,” she’d argued. 
“Let’s just not have him, okay? Not every story needs to be about him, and 
we don’t want the Copyright Office getting any ideas.” 


“Wait. Don t we?” Callum had said with widening eyes. “If they send 
copyright-ships wherever there’s an infringement, maybe they could cut 
through the Snowstorm and get to us! What’s a trial if we don’t all freeze to 
death? Be easier to break out of the Copyright Vaults than out of this place, 
if you ask me. We’ve done it before. Kay —” he had begun to pronounce, 
but before he could finish it, the freckled girl had all but flown across the 
room and clamped his mouth shut with a hand. 
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“Well, yes, we could break out of the Copyright Vaults a second time,” 
she’d explained with a long-suffering look after removing her hand from his 
lips, “but suppose that even they can’t beat whatever this is. Suppose they 
dispatch a fleet of copyright-ships to the Library to capture us, and then the 
Snowstorm wrecks them. The Office might think we were resisting arrest! 
They might even think the Plume Coteries at large were taking down their 
ships. Say... that name that sounds like the adjective ‘canine’... and you 
might start a dimensional war!” 


Callum had stayed quiet after that; it had been up to Sister Claret herself 
to ask a question. 


“Hang on,” she’d remarked. “You kids said everything in this room was 
confirmed as valid, right? How does that... work... for a gamebook? I 
mean, there’s a plot here, there’s hard facts, but half of it’s possibilities. Was 
the Colonel there? Was his daughter? You can play it a hundred different 
ways! So which version really happened?” 


“All the versions really happened,” Maritsa had replied with great 
seriousness. “And I don’t mean in the Multiverse. I mean that if a multiple- 
choice account is confirmed as Valid by our research teams, then that 
signifies an event in a state of temporal flux. Like... well, like our own 
lives.” 


“Not that there’s a role-playing game about us,” Callum continued, “as 
far as we know, but we’re full of contradictions.” 


“It’s not the sort of thing the old Tsar understood, we lost a lot of good 
data that way — but the Master Librarians are more relaxed about that sort 
of thing nowadays.” 


“Fair enough,” Sister Claret had concluded, and that had been that. 


Eventually, choices had been made, and they’d played the game. At first 
Maritsa had felt compelled to play the Lightbringer, the designated party- 
leader, but in the end, she had found too much of herself in Lisa Drake, the 
historian character, to choose anyone else, and she had left it to Callum to 
embody the alien Colonel. With extreme reluctance, the man in black had 
picked a name at random and settled on Mikhyl the neo-communist 
firebrand, to general hilarity which seemed only to irritate him. As for the 
Professor, ‘since they wouldn’t let him be a man of culture’, as he had told 
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them with an unusual hint of mischief in his voice, he had decided to essay 
the role of the Viking warrior, Sven Langbard. 


They laughed, they fought, they meandered — they gasped and cursed 
as the games-mistress, with a smirk on her wrinkled lips, unveiled twists 
and double-twists and triple-twists. In short, they had fun, and it said 
something that even after they reached the end of the tale, the first reading 
request — admittedly over the main black’s objections — was not to return 
to the search for a way out, but simply to root around the adjacent shelves 
for more material on these characters — these people, if indeed they had 
genuinely existed as the Bookkeepers’ research seemed to prove. 


Besides, due to her players’ lovable inability to work together at a 
crucial moment, the Sister of Wepwawet had had no choice but to resort to 
quite an ugly deus ex machina to save them from imprisonment within the 
war god’s timeship, and if the books had influenced their choice of role- 
playing material as they had every other pick, then perhaps that meant 
something. Perhaps they were wrong to wring themselves out looking for 
an escape route when all they had to do was stay sane until rescue arrived. 
Perhaps, as the children saw it, this was not their story at all; perhaps this 
was Coloth’s. 


They did hope he was alright. This was, they realised, the longest 
they’d been apart from him since they had become fugitives. 
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REVELRY OF THE REDACTED 
A story from the worlds of “Coloth” 
By Ryan Fogarty 


7 kK 3K 


Oh, for one a little less divine than God, yet a little less human than 
himself, who could act as an adjudicator, an umpire, a mediator between 
them! 


— Frank W. Boreham, A Handful of Stars, 1922 


* OK OK 


Mikhyl retreated cautiously through the ruined cargo hub of the space 
freighter. A pair of scorched bodies hung in the air like dancers — gravity 
was becoming unreliable and he had already tripped twice over invisible 
‘steps’ which were not actually there. 


An escape hatch mocked him, showing stars through its viewport. The 
pod jettisoned when most of the ship’s crew escaped. 


Their plan had been to rally the crew against the invaders. Disarm and 
capture a Gazdapol officer for interrogation. But there was no crew left, just 
the damn Grinders and those elite servants of theirs, cracking open the 
ship’s computer core. 


“I’m just a Squire.” And not really that. Mikhyl gripped his induction 
pistol tightly. Nasty and improvised; an egg-cracker. Was there a movement 
down the corridor? 


The crack of a ballistic projectile ricocheted near his _ head. 
“Ogrephaim!” He scrambled back as two more followed and the sting of 
metal bits whizzed by his ear. Bullets could go around corners, unlike 
energy weapons, and the Invaders’ brutish servitors were taking full 
advantage! 


He faded back into the cargo hub, looking for an advantage. No 
weapons — the crew had taken them all. But he spotted a portable fire 
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suppressor and in a trice he had retrieved the canister and aimed his inducer 
at its base, which cracked and the pressure sent it whizzing down the 
corridor, spewing a fog of carbon dioxide behind it! 


Under the cover he dashed out and shot blindly until the taped grip of 
his gun warmed. Then he shot at the ceiling and was finally rewarded by a 
cry of dismay as hot metal pelted down on the brutes. 


(A distant shriek from a neutron gunstick at the other end of the ship 
told him that Adjudicator Huritt was still alive and holding his own.) 


A hulking shape charged out of the fog — an ape-like warrior, like a 
monstrous giant out of Biblical apocrypha, or an ogre from a fairy tale. The 
creature’s wide mouth twisted itself into a snarl as he spotted Mikhyl’s red 
spacesuit. Mikhyl raised his rifle. 


A lucky shot hit the rifle, disabling it. The inductor didn’t work as well 
on flesh, taking a much longer shot to fry bone and delicate organs. Still, it 
stung. The Ogrephaim howled and its compatriot charged out of the fog, 
brushing foam from its eyes and brandishing its gun. 


I die here. A lowly Squire. Exile of Mars-Motherland. Lady 
Leora was right. 


Another shriek from a neutron cannon followed by a massive explosion 
made the alien hesitate and Mikhyl saw an opportunity. He shouted. “Now, 
with the grenades! My gun is discharged!” 


And then he covertly aimed at the two human corpses dancing in the 
zero-gravity. 


One of them had something on her belt which exploded under the 
inducer’s wrath. It propelled her body out of the zero-g and — lucky! — 
towards the Ogrephaim! The alien soldiers saw a human coming at them, an 
explosion, talk of grenades, and turned their full attention on these nearby 
human “attackers”. They pumped rifle rounds and threw knives into the 
corpses. 


Meanwhile Mikhyl calmly aimed his inducer at their heads from across 
the cargo hub until they faltered, shook their heads blearily and coughed. 
He switched to the other, then back — cooking both of their brains in turn. 


The Gazdapol’s orc-like minions were a luxury, and an experiment — 
elite grunts imported from a distant planet for the sole purpose of providing 
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security for the special operatives. They were stronger, tougher, and had 
more free will than the undead slaves on which most of the invaders relied. 


But they were not terribly smart. 


Once he was done, he scavenged power packs from his enemies and 
nodded to the human women. They were now suffering further indignity in 
death, but all the same, with a little help from him, they had just scored a 
victory against the invaders ravaging all of the Earth. 


“T will credit these kills to you,” he promised them. 
The corpses said nothing. 
“Schastlivogo rozhdestva.” 

ok Xk 


Foolish, the desire to strike back. He had already done enough, more 
than a fair measure. Asking Leora to drop him on Oberon, volunteering as a 
Squire for the grieving Adjudicator — had been a mistake. 


But what else was there to do? What other frontier was more 
worthwhile? This was literally the fight for everything. The Black Fleet had 
come for Earth. The human colonies on Mars had held them off and a 
handful of outposts in other star systems remained... but if Earth fell it 
would very likely mean the end for the human species. 


(And the reptile-people. And the dolphins.) 

Mikhyl was surprised to discover he actually cared what happened to 
Earth. Once, he’d had the typical Mars-born’s disdain for humanity’s 
decadent and self-important homeland. However, faced with an invasion by 
alien peppermills, suddenly his perspective had... altered. A little. 


The pulse of neutron blasts was punctuated by the even more terrifying 
shrill electronic voices commanding death. There were two of the Black 
Fleet’s elite Gazdapol units onboard, and somehow the Adjudicator was still 
managing to survive. A single Invader in standard-issue combat armor 
could carve through dozens of soldiers, but Huritt wasn’t just alive, he was 
giving them grief! 

The judges arent like us. The best and worst of humanity all 
mixed together. Even Death should hesitate to cross any three of 
them at once. 
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“Well Mikhyl, you volunteered for this.” 
He headed directly into the Sturm und Drang. 


Soon he saw the shadow of a bollard upon the wall, and a hint of the 
lumps. This must be a data junction! Yes, tying directly into the computer 
core. 


The power was dead here, but the area around the Grinder had lights. 
Was it powering the junction itself? The Adjudicator's sabotage would be of 
little use if that were the case. 


Mikhyl eased his way down the corridor as silently as he could, 
watching the corner hawklike until the enemy’s hunched-over mechanical 
casing came into view... 


There it was, facing away from him — s/ava bogu. Black with violently 
bruised purple accents and a lurid pink turret perched atop its head; as 
expected, the colours of the Black Fleet’s Gazdapol intelligence service. 


Eggcracker, eggcracker.... He raised the induction pistol, picking 
among the spheres lining the thing’s armoured back. They all had different 
functions, but he didn’t know what they were — and there was no guarantee 
they would be the same on an elite anyways. 

Given a choice between the centre-of-mass, where he might hope to hit 
vital organics through the shell, or the bottom of the skirt where he might 
impair the warrior’s movement... he chose the latter — aimed — and fired 
the pistol. 

The Invader jerked suddenly, spinning about, but Mikhyl’s aim 
remained locked on the egg until the metal plating curled, smoked and then 
cracked with an explosive whomp that sent the armoured alien rattling 
across the corridor. 

All the lights went out. 


For a moment he dares to breathe, to hope that a lucky shot had won 
him an incredible victory — 


“Tlluminate,” said a harsh, yet gleeful voice. 


A sickly purple-pink glow filled the corridor, followed by a grinding 
noise as the creature drew itself back onto its base. It scraped as it came 
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back into motion around the corner. Its spheres and plates were shining with 
a sort of bioluminence against its beetle-black skin. 


“T can seeeee you...” 


Mikhyl turned and ran, barely escaping a neutron beam on his way out. 
oe oa 


Locating Adjudicator Huritt aboard the dying ship presented a real 
dilemma. Huritt was playing a game of cat-and-mouse with the Grinders; 
thus, he could not just announce his location, and if Mikhyl were to 
broadcast his own, then the Grinders would find and kill him. 

He settled upon using his nose. After a few years living on an asteroid 
Mikhyl was intimately familiar with the smells of a closed human 
environment — the burr of electric filters, smoke, oil, organic volatiles. 
Coolant, dozens of other environmental smells and how they mixed; which 
wafted on the air from vents, which settled on the floor or clung near sticky 
deposits on walls. 


The Grinders may have chemical sensors capable of reading all 
this data, but they dont have a context for it. 


Smoky blue cordite from the Ogrephaim rifles. Sizzle from burned 
metal and chemicals from burned insulation. Volatile plasma and scorched 
insulation, all wafting in different directions as he sniffed through the halls. 
A faint stink of plastic and — 


Burning hair. 


The high-ex rounds in the Adjudicator’s gun used wool wadding. The 
human nose was ultra-sensitive to that stink. Mikhyl followed it cautiously. 
This could easily lead him where Huritt used to be, not where he was — 
and lead him to stumble directly onto the Grinders. He gripped his pistol. 


One of the intercom speakers near him suddenly crackled to life: 


Ji Oh I wont ask for much this Christmas 


I won t even ask for snow —J 
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Mikhyl shot out the intercom with a cascade of sparks. “No one asked 
for holiday carols!” 


From further deep in the ship there was the shriek of neutrino beams 
and a tinkle of music cutting off, while the music continued further in the 
distance. 


Ah. Right. Adjudicator Huritt must have started the Christmas carols 
over the intercom! To cover the sound of his movement.... Mikhyl bit his 
lip, eyeing the blown-out speaker. 


“Yeah, but... humbug,” he said with a sniff, as though challenging the 
intercom to criticise him. 


Following his instincts, he continued on down the corridor. 


A muffled explosion sounded in the distance, followed by the ship’s 
hull creaking ominously. Grenade, or something small. But this whole ship 
was compromised, sooner or later the atmosphere was going to vent. 
Mikhyl’s red utility suit included a folding bubble collar and gloves that 
sealed to protect him against vacuum, but losing air would add another 
layer of hazard to his situation. Losing smell and sound. Any small tear or 
compromise to his suit would likely mean death — and an unwelcome 
thought occurred to him. 


This torn-up ship is nothing but sharp ends. 


When he turned another corner something cracked and he was jerked 
upwards and sprayed with cold oil across his chest while crash-webbing 
snapped into place to pin him against the wall of the corridor. More layers 
of the nylon webbing sprung out of panels in the wall to smother him flat. 
“Cruk!” 


A trap, and he’d walked right into it! The hand holding his gun couldn’t 
even move. Mikhyl tried to bring it up, turning his head to look down the 
corridor. Which direction would the Grinders come from? Could he at least 
score a hit? Could he melt the bindings? 


A scuffling approached from the right and he looked desperately in the 
shadow, willing his arm into motion, trying to bring the weapon up as an 
armoured form came out from the shadows — but it was the pitted grey- 
and-red powered armour of an Adjudicator! 
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Adyjudicator Huritt peered at him through two black-lined eyes. “Squire. 
I had intended this trap for the Wreckhab. What are you doing in it?” 


Mikhyl sighed. “Only testing it, Adjudicator. It seems a fine trap 
indeed.” 


“Well it was.” Huritt removed a filament knife from his belt and set 
about freeing him from the many layers of crash webbing. 


“T eliminated two of the Ogrephaim in the cargo hub. Combined with 
the two when we entered —” 


“_ then all of their servants are dead! Just the two Wreckhab Gazdapol 
units remain.” 


‘Wreckhabs’. That was a new name. One with an old-language rasp to 
it. Humans had come up with no shortage of names for their oppressors — 
the cunning, covetous warriors of the Black Fleet who had descended upon 
their world in 2150. 


Parasites. Morlocks. Ironclads. xTerminators™. Musavatist. The 
Tyrants, the Invaders. Mikhyl sometimes privately thought of them as 
Rastlennyj — the Utterly Corrupt — because they were not a normal enemy 
with a clashing ideology or needs... Rather, their entire culture had been 
deliberately and consciously built around hatred, death and inflicting 
destruction on everyone. The Grinders were not simply an outlier; they had 
gone to great pains to transform themselves into an Originating Principle — 
less of actual people than an abstract force. A concept crashing through the 
real world, as impersonal as the cold wind of winter. 


Rasstrels. Shouting orders by reflex, always giving 110% such that 
nothing seemed to matter and everything fell into sameness. Nothing could 
provoke them to a heightened response because even the simplest task had 
already been heightened to a ridiculous degree. Overkillers — their default 
setting. 


Dont stew, he reminded himself forcefully. You give them power over 
you. 


Instead he said: 


“I wounded one of them, ruptured one of the spheres around its skirt, 
big boom, got mad.” 
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“Good work, ashkii! Our enemies can repair damage to their armour 
cladding, but we have pushed them to the absolute limit — the repairs are at 
a crawl!” The man licked his lips. “Even demons become mortal if you are 
persistent enough.” 


He was shaking. The Adyjudicator had been shadowboxing these 
demons, capable of killing whole companies on their own, long enough to 
push them to their limits, but he was past his own. How many stimulants, 
nutri-packs and pills had he taken? Even the cybernetic implants the man 
had suffered on the fringes of human space were barely keeping him 
upright. No way he keeps this up until the Grinders fall. 


Well. Mikhyl steeled himself. “There are two of us now.” 


“«’..Even numbers, then.” Huritt exhaled a little more, then inhaled, and 
nodded with sad resignation, determined to go on. 


He led him back into the darkened corridors. They passed the 
fragmented corpses of the Ogrephaim. Mikhyl grabbed one of their 
discarded rifles, then thought better of it, and put the weapon down again. 
Why bother? His induction pistol was the only weapon worth having 
against the Invaders. 


They descended two decks to get below the enemy. There was a 
preternatural thickness to the air which Mikhyl recognized. “Ventilators are 
out. Pockets of CO2 down here. Watch for light-headedness.” 


“You sure?” 
“T can hear it,” he said. 
“You cannot hear a carbon dioxide buildup, young Squire.” 


“Like hell I can’t.” A twist in the back of his spine. Vivid sense- 
memory. “Sound travels different.” He was pretty sure it was the quality of 
the sound that was raising his hackles, making him shake. 


Sabretooth tigers and suffocation. Both trigger PTSD imprinting in 
humans. 


They made their way in silence through the underhalls, breathing 
deeply and rapidly, to calm their nerves. At one point their path was 
blocked by emergency bulkheads because an explosion had opened this part 
of the ship to space. They went around. 
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“Which one do you figure we can capture?” Mikhyl asked to fill the 
silence. 


“Ahm... Whichever one’s weapons are more damaged?” the 
Adjudicator said finally. 


A ludicrous question. Their original mission to capture a Gazdapol 
officer was impossible. They were certain to die here. But they shared a 
sharpish grin while saying it. 

The service bays were up ahead. Here, too, the escape pods had been 
jettisoned, showing only empty stars and glittering rocks through their 
portholes. A dimly illuminated map on the wall showed the ship’s current 
location within the Asteroid Belt. 

“Mikhyl!” 

He turned and saw the Adjudicator backing away from the corridor they 
had just come from, where a dark shape was emerging with a faint electric 
hum. Light glinted off its violently purple and pink body panels. 

“Shit, 1t was following us!” He ran for the far exit as he readied his 
induction pistol. 

From the other corridor, a second shape emerged, likewise clad in 
violence and pink. This one had a puckered scar marring the armour along 
the bottom of its skirt. 

Mikhyl aimed and ran sideways. A blue-green neutron beam clipped 
past him before sparks crackled from the Invader’s carbide casing. Had its 
gun been disabled? 

The Adjudicator was firing his own weapon, favouring hi-ex rounds at 
the deck to knock the Grinder off its base and then put shots into the leaden 
toe of the gliding power-suit. It seemed to do damage, but also heal rapidly. 


Of course, he is still trying to wear down their repair function. 


Pinned in from two directions, there was still an amicus shaft leading to 
the next deck. “Huritt! P1l cover you!” 


Huritt smiled sadly. “I’m truly sorry, Squire, but when I came through 
here earlier I mined that exit!” 


Ah. He focused his induction pistol on the eyestalk of Huritt’s opponent 
until the lens frosted over and something organic hissed inside with a howl 
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of pain. 


“My vision is excoriated!” the Invader croaked, its turret-like helmet 
spinning in panic. 


A plastic toolkit banged into Mikhyl’s head, sending him sprawling. He 
dropped his induction pistol, then forced himself up, only to barely dodge 
another utility kit being launched by “his” Grinder. The alien was picking 
them up in its mitt and spinning its midsection to release them like a shot- 
put. It picked up another toolkit and spun like a gyro as Mikhyl groped for 
his gun. 

Crack! 


The box struck inches from his hand — hitting not Mikhyl, but his 
pistol and sending it skittering off into an open airlock. Incredible luck, or a 
precisely calculated shot? Most likely the latter. 


The Adjudicator used his powered armour to tear a metal pole from the 
ceiling; and threw it at Mikhyl’s opponent. “Don’t go after it, Squire! 
They’ll cycle the airlock with you inside!” 

The Grinders did not wait. The other one had its mitt on the airlock 
controls, slamming it shut and venting it with a loud chonk. His poor pistol 
tumbled off into space past the utility sleds strapped against the hull. His 
only weapon which could hurt them: gone. 

“Adyjudicator, | —” 

The old Bear waved an arm and smiled. “It’s fine. Come lad. Be with 
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me 
Die with me. 
“T’d rather live,” he retorted. 


“If wishes were fishes, there’d be no room in the Milky Way for 
mankind.” The Adjudicator exhaled a low, rasping sigh. “Dyani, I wanted 
so much for you.” 


“Mikhyl,” he reminded the man. Dyani was the Adjudicator’s previous 
Squire. He had been in mourning when Mikhyl asked to join him as a 
replacement. 


“The Wreckhab have only come for me singly before, but they are both 
here. This means —” 
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“*.,.the Gadzapol have finished downloading the ship’s computer.” 


He nodded. “That information must not fall into the Black Fleet’s 
hands.” He removed a device from his belt and tapped through a series of 
glowing authorizations then entered a code and double-confirmed it. He 
sighed. 


“What did you just —” 


The entire world shattered. Air vented as the hull cracked and plasma 
crackled down a dark hallway. Power went out — came on — went out — 
the deck rippled underfoot and crinkled, throwing them all upwards. 


“_ blew up our ship. Of course.” Never sign on with an Adjudicator 
mourning for a lost Squire. Mikhyl slapped an emergency control on his 
collar, causing a clear plastic bubble to cover his head with an air supply. 
He could still hear even though air was leaking. The deep thump as the 
Adjudicator took aim at the Invaders’ underside, damaging their hovering 
and directional mechanisms to strand them on this ship as its own core went 
up. 

Nearly-unkillable Gazdapol agents might survive even that... but the 
Adjudicator had spent the last hour wearing them down. Trapped in an 
exploding ship, unable to fly away, they would burn. Die. 


Exterminated. 


The ceiling exploded, showering the Adjudicator with shrapnel that 
mostly pinged off his armour. Some of it bit inconsequentially into his 
insulation, but he had to drop the hi-ex pistol. The Grinders looked messed 
up and were spinning listlessly away. 


“Did you get them enough?” he asked over the radio. 
“One more, put the gun in my other hand.” 


He lifted the heavy weapon and helped the Auditor aim two more shots 
into their retreating enemy — there was a lot of blood in the air and the old 
man looked grey in his victory, but satisfied. 


“We die, triumphant.” He sagged. 


“Yeah yeah, put on your helmet.” He dragged the Adjudicator to the 
airlock. Sound had mostly vanished but he still had to wait for it to cycle 
one last time before they were on the outer skin of the ship. Not-quite- 
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weightless in the weird and fluctuating gravity fields, he dragged the 
Adjudicator across the hull. 


“T wish to die free among the stars...” he rasped, “give me a view of 
their end.” 


“Shut up, you did your job, you magnificent old man,” Mikhyl! grunted, 
“now let me do mine.” 


He swore. 


The Boardvolker was a dying ship. Their own Ganzh-type transport had 
exploded near its core, dealing the ship a mortal blow. The Grinders’ 
Landing Platform was docked at the far end of the ship — too distant for 
them or the injured aliens to reach before things exploded. Plus, he could 
see that it had suffered damage during the shockwave created by the Ganzh. 
Good. 


Instead he dragged the Adjudicator for the utility sledges strapped 
against the hull. These were little more than metal frames with modular 
storage and vernier units strapped on to assist in exterior repairs on the ship. 
They were not meant for traversing empty space. 


Mikhyl set about stripping all of the verniers and fuel cells and 
mounting them onto a single metal frame. As the ship quivered under their 
feet, he cast off and jetted away, pouring on speed and distance. 


“_ need to see —” 


He levered the old man around just in time as the ship went up like a 
bright light in the darkness. He laughed hard and hateful, swearing at them 
in every language, dark and awful words — even when Mikhyl didn’t know 
the language they made him flinch with the percussive desperate finality. 
He muted the radio and he could still feel the swearing vibrating through 
the sled’s frame. 


His eyes searched outwards, seeking points lit up by the enormous 
explosion behind them. The places in the asteroid belt they could possibly 
go to. Light took only seconds to traverse, washing over a twinkling smear 
in the heavens. 


That arc in the sky seemed densest with rocks to land on. There was no 
time for any deeper calculation before the shockwave caught up with them 
and sent the sled tumbling wildly, nearly knocking Mikhyl off of it entirely 
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and forcing him to blast the navigation jets to violently shunt them out of 
the way of a large piece of incoming wreckage. High-speed debris (mostly) 
passed by harmlessly, though one of the fuel packs was pierced and he had 
to cut it loose. Hissing, swearing. Sinew tight and straining. 


... relaxing, familiar. Years of exile in the Asteroid Belt meant this was a 
familiar sort of disaster for Mikhyl. They might die, but he knew exactly 
what to do. There was no guesswork to this. 


Lay a bead. Fire thrusters, balance the load, accelerate. Nothing in the 
sky seemed to move. It wouldn’t — not until everything moved too fast, 
that was how space worked. But constant acceleration was necessary to get 
anywhere on this dinky little service sledge. 


He noticed red on his gloves that wasn’t just light reflected off his 
spacesuit. “Radio on. Huritt? Adjudicator, you are leaking. Bleeding 
through the joints in your armour.” 


“Hrmn. Bleeding everywhere. Med system in my suit can’t make new 
blood fast enough.” The old man sounded dizzy. 


Swearing, Mikhyl tried to figure out where the leak was coming from. 
If he could at least keep the blood inside the armour, maybe the med system 
would be able to keep the old man alive. Not fair for him to come this far 
only to bleed out! 


“...don’t think this is real Dyani. Ellipses Megali, Greek for the great 
tribulation. Mega meaning thousand, ‘Li’ for 51. One thousand and fifty- 
one, but mega can also mean ‘a thousand thousand’, usually considered to 
be a million but must be two thousand in this context...” 


He found one leaky spot which bled bright red blood when he scraped 
away scabs on the surface of the armour. He searched through a toolkit 
strapped to the sled and found a caulking gun. 


““,.Ancient Greeks off by a century because it actually happened in the 
year twenty-one fifty-one. J looked and beheld a white horse and he who 
sat on it, a crown was given to him. The plague of ‘fifty-seven. Drought, 
famine, and disease, signs of the End of Days written in the Hebrew Bible.” 


“Lady Leora says it was an Amethyst Virus. Hold still!” He slathered 
sealing compound onto the man’s bloody joint, not caring that it would 
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freeze up that part of his powered armour. He just needed to keep the red 
stuff in. 


“’,.punishment! Abimelech’s uncles, under the thrall of a satellite- 
intelligence bribed him to murder his brothers. The eternal acon among the 
invisible ones. Fawn of peaceful friendship.” 


Adjudicator Huritt’s Asterursa were one of the Syncretic Religious 
Orders of Oberon. Reading signs and portents by comparing prophecies 
from different alien religions. But Huritt was reflecting back on his own, 
which was a sure sign that a Syncro had gone ‘round the twist. 


“The Og Rephaim were mentioned in the Book of Deuteronomy. And 
we call the Invaders Pepper Mills! But Abimelech was murdered with the 
top half of a millstone by a woman whose name was deliberately redacted 
from the Bible! The upper millstones are Petah Wreckhab — literally 
‘millstone riders’ which spin on top of the base millstone — and can fly up 
and uncrown the divine right of the state.” 


He caulked frantically around the man’s shoulder joints, trying to keep 
the blood inside his armour. The powered armour could cuff around the 
wounds and keep the blood pressure up, keep him alive — as long as it 
didn’t keep squirting away into space! 

“In Zachariah’s vision, he saw the ‘rokeb’ among the Myrtle trees. 
Same word as Wreckhab! The Riders among the Myrtle Trees is the earliest 
biblical mention of the four horsemen of the Apocalypse. The four 
Wreckhabs of the Apocalypse. Like Baba Yagga who climbs into her 
grinding Maarten and takes flight to do evil, the Petah Wreckhab take flight 
from their stone bases to end the world...” 


Mikhyl smacked him on the back of his helmet. “Will you please shut 
up?!” 
ae ak 


“Wakey wakey, you feeling better?” the Reptilian called as it settled in 
for a landing. “Squire Mikhyl?” 

They had barely arrived in the slightly denser section of the Asteroid 
Belt when, to Mikhyl’s surprise, one of the asteroids took them in. A 
narrowband beacon led them to an unassuming rock with no outward signs 
of development. By that point Huritt had lapsed into a_ blessed 
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unconsciousness — Mikhyl had to listen to the man’s ragged breathing 
through the difficult matching manoeuvres while he brought the sled’s 
velocity close enough to the rock for the computers to take over. 


When they did come in for a landing... it wasn’t a hidden ship, pirate 
hideaway or concealed observation post that greeted them, but doors hewn 
out of ancient stone. However, once the landing bay cycled and filled with 
air, he discovered that they had been rescued by fellow refugees! All 
escapees from the Invaders, mostly humans and a smattering of reptile- 
people. 


“Yeah, a bit,” Mikhyl answered hollowly. He had perched himself next 
to one of the covered observation pavilions, looking out at the stars. There 
was no point to it; the refugees had set up cameras far sharper than his 
eyes... and yet. 


(The real reason, were he being honest with himself, was that after 
several years of solitary exile, the three-hundred-plus refugees here felt 
overwhelming. He saw them congregating and just... panicked.) 


The disorientating architecture here did not help. The interior of the 
asteroid had been designed for a species that were completely non- 
humanoid, a long, long time ago. According to Wubbvt the original 
designers of Asteroid 1987 HK had looked like a cross between a cactuses 
and a flying fish whose bodies had radial symmetry. The ergonomics of this 
place were all wrong. Nothing was built or sized right, making him feel 
agoraphobic and claustrophobic at the same time. 


“Adjudicator Huritt is in the care of the Acolytes of Wepwawet. He will 
pull through,” the Reptilian Wubbvt assured him with a *flopvf* of his 
wings. He was a Zori, a subspecies of the Reptilian Kindred with vestigial 
wings on their backs that were useless on Earth, but perfectly adapted to 
low-gravity environments. He had a ready, toothy smile and an upbeat 
attitude. 


“Good.” 


“T can’t believe you beat two Gazdapol agents! That’s absolutely 
amazing!” The reptile-man leaned against the window and looked out, 
twitching a wing. “You know, when we spotted you — red spacesuit, riding 
on a sled, at this time of year....”” He waggled his brow. 
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“Eh?” Was the lizard flirting with him? It had been so long since 
Mikhyl was around people that he couldn’t even tell. 


“A real Hanukkah miracle.” 
Mikhyl blinked, confused. “Yeah well, blessings of your Goddess be — 


Wubbvt held up a four-digit hand. “No, no... I’m actually Jewish. I 
converted.” 


Mikhyl narrowed his eyes. “Are you having me on?” 
“No! I mean, why not? There are Reptilian nests in Turkey which 


practise a form of Islam. Judaism appealed to me, so...” he waved his hand. 
“But I still celebrate secular human Christmas.” 


“Well I don’t,” he snapped back. Was he blushing at the nape of his 
neck, or just angry? 

“Gotta keep the season alive in your heart. Especially in These Trying 
Times.” 

“Adjudicator Huritt thinks these are the End Times. He’s... full of shit.” 

“Ha! You hesitated!” Wubbvt jumped up and did a little dance. “You 
hesitated!” 


“I know he’s full of shit. But the Black Fleet hit our colonies in 
Arcturan space, then there was a worldwide plague and billions died. It took 
me a moment to get past that and finish the sentence.” He was laughing, but 
his stomach.... 

“Well, we Reptilians have lived through a couple ‘End of the Worlds’, 
hibernating sometimes, and we are still here. Those underground cities in 
Turkey? My people are sheltering humans there as well, as many as we can. 
We will get through this together.” 


He raised his hand, then let this fall through his fingers. That future 
didn’t feel real enough to hold. 


“You’ve gotta believe or the future doesn’t come.” 
“Belief alone —” 


“Action alone won’t work, either. If you expect failure, even if you try, 
failure will be the result. But when someone who believes success is 
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1”? 


possible acts, then it can happen 
“But does it always happen?” he pushed the lizard-man. 
Wubbyvyt looked around the alien interior of the asteroid, then shrugged. 


“Well no, not always.” 
ok ok 


A group of children were jamming to the JPOP oldie Zonight America 
Time, in one of the alcoves on the... ceiling? The gravity in 1987 HK 
wasn’t designed for human sensibilities, mostly pointing towards the 
outside, which wasn’t — 


It didn’t matter. None of it mattered. Mikhyl sighed as he wandered the 
curving stone archways and sloping floors while avoiding the crowds of 
refugees. They had all ended up at this asteroid by chance, a previously- 
undiscovered shelter whose beacon had activated in response to some sign 
of the invasion and invited those in distress within its doors. 


The patrol ships cruising outside received no such signal. Good. But 
their numbers were increasing as news of the Gazdapol officers’ deaths 
spread and soon they might discover this higey-hole just by chance. 

But still people made merry. Old vids were watched, food prepared and 
decorations projected on the rippling stone walls in celebration of the 
coldest part of the year when strangers became friends to exchange gifts of 
good will. 

a 


Mars 


15 Years Ago. December 23rd, 2145 


Mikhyl Nevenskoi was very lost. Most Martian colonies had been built 
to a few standard layouts but it seemed that New Haganistan, typically, had 
its own way of doing things. 


Mikhyl’s colony of Nova Leningrad had drawn the short straw and was 
tasked with the annual diplomatic goodwill holiday exchange with the 
closed-border dictatorship, celebrating solidarity and fellowship among the 
Human settlers on Mars. Two dozen men, women, and children, including 
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young Mikhyl, were allowed to enter the colony and deliver food, drink, 
and letters from the children of Leningrad to those of New Haganistan. 


Mikhyl was only six. His curiosity got the better of him. What was it 
really like in the Sealed Dome, away from their strictly guided tour? He 
sneaked away, entering some coordinates at random on a cargo-vater, and 
let it rumble him away to the real Haganistan. 


(Much later he would remember that not all colonies kept air in the 
tunnels which cargo transports moved through. Oh well, he’d survived!) 


The interior of the Great Sealed Dome wasn’t... pretty. But it wasn’t 
strictly utilitarian either. Its streets were wide and flat, and the structures tall 
and gothic. Brutilitarian, the six year old called the combination and 
laughed at his cleverness. 


They were also empty, though the sound of merriment came from 
within the buildings. Different cultures celebrated Christmas, Hanukkah, 
Recticus, Solstice and other holiday traditions at this time of year. In 
Haganistan it was Saturnalia. The dictator set her subjects free and every 
household elected a ‘Lord of Misrule’ for the holiday. 


Apparently that part wasn’t a lie for the tour, because as Mikhyl peeked 
over a concrete fence, he saw a gaggle of Haganistani citizen-slaves making 
merry in improvised robes, still wearing their service masks and bowing 
and scraping elaborately, but laughing while alcohol flowed freely. 


One of them noticed him spying and invited him in. Few questions were 
asked — they knew there was a group from another colony visiting — and 
tonight was not for dull cares, but celebration! Mikhyl drank a watered 
mead and sang the national anthem with fart sounds substituted for the most 
sacred parts. They all ate rat soufflé, spun each other in chairs and played 
count-my-fingers. 


When it came time to exchange gifts Mihkl didn’t have anything, but 
the uniform he wore had a bright gold button embossed with the seal of his 
colony. He cut it free and presented it to a girl his own age as a keepsake of 
their goodwill visit. She smiled behind her mask and rushed to find him 
something — furtively presenting him with a small clay statuette that was 
finely made. A wonderful exchange! 


When morning came, a slightly tipsy Mikhyl was bundled back to his 
somewhat-worried party, brimming with tales confirming that it was all 
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true, the slaves were celebrating happily and the Lecher Empress was good 
to her word. Christmas exchange accomplished, they drove back home 
across the dusty plains of Mars. 


Kk 3K 


No straight paths on the refuge-asteroid, but Mikhyl’s path eventually 
brought him to the Acolytes of Wepwawet. Monks of the religious order 
were caring for the injured Adjudicator and though Mikhyl wasn’t ready to 
face him, he wanted to — 


Why am I not ready to face him? he asked himself — only for the 
gutsick reply to arrive from some other part of his mind. J dont think 
anyone is going to escape from this asteroid, and I got us here. 


“How is he?” he croaked out. 


One of the sisters pushed back the fox mask she was wearing. “In and 
out of consciousness. Delirious. He was trying to convince me that General 
Motors vehicles are secretly shape-shifting aliens.” 


“He was having paranoid fantasies before he lost consciousness too, 
quoting the Bible. I’m glad he’s alive.” 


‘“A miracle of Heru’s Solstice.” 


Mikhyl grimaced. The Acolytes were one of the Cydonian cults, a 
pagan human religion which grew up around the Pyramids on Mars. Like 
practically every other human religion, they had their own version of 
Christmas, and just about now he’d had his fill of seasonal good will. Earth 
was dying under the heel of Tyrants. He saw nothing worth celebrating. 


She saw this in his face, which caused her eyes to crinkle. “Faith can 
move mountains, young Squire. A single machinepepe can kill whole 
contingents of soldiers, but Adjudicator Huritt held out against two of their 
elites in close quarters, finally managing to slay them. Many are willing to 
‘give it their all’, believing it is hopeless, and deliver failure. Without faith 
that such victories are possible, they cannot be achieved.” 


“You can break your heart, saving the universe.” Lady Leora had said 
that to him, warning him not to go to Oberon. He could have listened to her 
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— begun his travels in Time and Space with her right there and then, 
without the detour. Why had he said no? Why was he quoting her, now? 


“My strength is the strength of ten, because my heart is pure,” she 
quoted in turn. Seeing his face, she tried another tack. “Once, in a time of 
drought, a whole village gathered to pray for rain, but only a small child 
brought an umbrella. That is true faith.” 


Mikhyl counted to ten, but broke at seven. “When I was a kid, Nova 
Leningrad sent a goodwill envoy to New Haganistan for Christmas and I 
got lost there.” 


She paled. “You got — ” 


“Their Saturnalia celebrations were actually really nice. A girl my age 
gave me this little statue. But after I left one of the envoys identified it as a 
sigillaria. Back in ancient Rome, they offered them to the Gods instead of 
human sacrifice. Purely ceremonial.” 


She stared at him. 


“But the Empress of Haganistan is crazy. Everyone gives sigillaria to 
everyone else as exemption, but what happens if someone comes up short?” 


She drew back slightly, mouthing the Lecher Bitch’s name like a curse. 


“IT was only six years old. And... no one knew. Getting older I 
petitioned their colony for an answer and — nothing. The Sealed Dome 
yields no secrets.” He stared into the past, and the ghosts of Christmas. 


The Acolyte took all of this, and adjusted her shoulders with an 
unsteady breath, and nodded, preparing her wisdom. 


“T give you permission to give up hope,” she said. 

He blinked. “... You’re not the boss of me.” 

“Thataboy.” She patted his shoulder, laugh-crying as she exhaled. 
“T’m not falling for this.” 


“We don’t have to endure forever. We can break and fall, as long as we 
get back up again. Have faith, Squire, we shall get through this night.” 


As she said this an alarm pealed out over the loudspeakers set up 
through the asteroid, followed by Wubbvt’s voice shouting: “Attention, 
attention! Enemy saucers incoming! They are heading directly for us!” 
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Mikhyl snorted. “You had to say it.” 
The Sister had the good grace to look guilty. 
ae ee 

Mikhyl burst into the command area, tripping over the curved floor but 
never slowing as he made his way for the Reptilian at the monitor. “What is 
going on?” 

“The asteroid’s beacon is active! It is signalling them in!” 

“Shut it off!” 


“T can’t! We don’t even know what makes it turn on! It just signals 
refugee craft and pods to bring them in. It is an automated system. 
Anyway,” he added, pointing, “they’re too close.” 


Three flying saucers, coming in directly towards Asteroid 1987 HK. 
“They’re travelling on gravity wakes, trying to go undetected.” 
“Well, we detected them. Get everyone. Arm them.” 

“And if they just bombard us from the outside?” 

“Think positive!” he commanded. 

“You're right, a close-quarters massacre would be much crueller!” 
“And that means we have a chance!” 


The largest of the stone landing bays opened for the enemy spacecraft 
as they approached. Mikhyl led a makeshift squad of rebels and scared 
refugees with scavenged weapons — none of any great power. He held the 
Adjudicator’s hi-ex pistol, very conscious that if he didn’t brace himself 
before firing 1t would break his wrist. 


The saucers drifted in for landing, blazing with glowing white, green 
and red lights. He squinted against the brilliance as the bay doors closed. 
“Hang on... Wubbvt, are you seeing this? The shape is wrong!” 


“Uh... they’re a bit curvier?” 


Enemy cruisers were saucer-shaped, and so were these, but they had 
more fluted, art-deco sections. This craft was built with a beauty and 
elegance utterly lacking from the Invaders’ typical brutalist engineering; 
only a few elite ships even approached its design, and even they were not so 
ornate. 
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“Hold fire, hold fire —!” he shouted. 


A ramp opened from the saucer. The silhouette framed by the light was 
not the tank-like bulk of an Invader in full armour, but a humanoid form! It 
descended the ramp slowly with clanking footsteps. Long-limbed arms 
swung at its sides. 


“It’s a robot...” 


The robot’s torso was topped by a glasslike onion dome, with a brilliant 
faceted pinecone pattern. Inside those foggy depths a small green shape 
floated. More of the robots emerged from the ramp. 


Wubbyt gasped in recognition. “Not a robot. They’re the Yule Bearers!” 


The foremost robot bowed. “Happyn-haligdeg. The Yule Bearers greet 
you with good will in this most sacred season.” 


Mikhyl just stared. He didn’t know how to respond. 


Wubbvt did. “And happy Hanukkah to you!” he cheered. 
oe ak 


The Yule Bearers were a sort of outer-space legend — a nomadic 
species of space travellers who celebrated Winter Holidays — Christmas 
and Hanukkah and many, many more — year round, moving from planet to 
planet, following the local Winter Solstice celebrations. Wherever they 
went, they came bearing gifts, goodwill, and aid to any who needed it. 


“T was ready for an invasion,” Mikhyl mumbled, but even he could not 
deny a good turn when it came up to him with measured, lumbering steps. 


Word spread quickly. People thronged down to the docking bay. 
Refugees starved for good news were given hugs by the lanky robots while 
others handed out candy to children. The sparkling domes atop the robots 
contained the actual aliens, which squirmed in pleasure to see the happiness 
they spread. 


One of them approached Mikhyl. “You are a leader here? Our ships 
picked up something on our trip through the Asteroid Belt. It is... not good. 
Though not hopeless.” 


He grasped onto this. “What’s wrong?” 
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He was led to the rearmost saucer where several Yule Bearers unloaded 
a large object on float pallets. Something he recognized. It was a lifepod 
from the Boardvolker! That same ship he and Adjudicator Huritt had fought 
on, a lifetime ago. 


“Survivors?” he asked hopefully. 


“Only one. Oxygen had run low and the pod’s occupants used a mask to 
give their remaining supply to one person. By the time we found them, even 
she was oxygen starved. She may not survive.” 


He shouted. “Sister! I need the Acolytes!” 


He strode over to the lifepod, determined to see this mess for himself. 
He clambered on top while the aliens in their robot suits helped open the 
lifepod door. The shape within, wrapped in colourful holiday blankets, had 
been made as comfortable as the Yule Bearers could manage, and a fresh 
oxygen supply had been strapped to her face. 


The medics from the Acolytes were fast behind him, crawling into the 
pod to inspect the woman and trying to wake her. She was unresponsive. 
Mikhyl’s stomach sank. 


The Sister reached down, checking her chest, and paled. “Oh no.” 
“What?” 


““She’s pregnant.” 
ae 


They were singing Christmas carols in the upper levels. The words felt 
weird and alien to Mikhyl, echoing through the inhuman topology of the 
refuge. 


JJ There is music in the air 

You can hear it everywhere, 

Fife and drum together play, 
Patta-patta-pan, turra-lurra-lay, 
Fife and drum together play, 

On this joyous Holiday. J 


Wubbyvt found him under the pavilion, flying over lazily. He was 
bedecked with a new blue and white scarf, and smiling, despite their 
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general circumstance. He sobered when he saw Mikhyl’s mood. “Well, the 
bad news is, the Yule Bearers can’t get the refugees out.” 


“Why not? They got in here!” 


“They coasted in here on inertia and gravity wakes so the Hyperspace 
Tyrants wouldn’t notice them. One group headed for Earth, the other for 
Mars. But when these three broke off to follow our beacon —” 


“They’re basically stranded with us until the Grinders stop scanning our 
sector,” Mikhyl realised. 


Wubbvt slid down next to him on the bench. His skin radiated warmth, 
something to which Mikhyl was hyper-sensitive. Too many years without 
anyone else in exile on that asteroid. “The pod woman has severe brain 
damage from oxygen deprivation. She won’t ever recover. My species are 
egg-layers, so I don’t know much about live births —” 


“That’s not good news for the baby.” 


“T didn’t think so.” Wubbvt looked at the ground and traced a little 
nonsense pattern on the seat with his claw, then nixed it out in frustration. 
“The Acolytes are inducing labour. Just to see.” 


To get it over with, more like. He laughed softly. “You know the funny 
thing is, even with the dead baby... this isn’t my worst Christmas ever!” 


‘“There’s that Russian sense of humour!” 


“I’m serious.” He punched him in the shoulder like he would one of his 
old comrades in Novylen. “Dark days with friends are better than dark days 
alone.” 


(Amazing how quick he could make friends. He never used to.) 
“Holidays too.” 

“The Holidays are dark days.” 

“There’s that Russian sense of — ” 


“ —_ realism.” But he smiled a little and stood up. “I should check on 
Adjudicator Huritt. I hear he’s awake. 


He made his way back to the upper alcoves where he had found the 
Acolytes of Wepwawet busy with the delivery. Adjudicator Huritt had been 
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moved several alcoves away and Mikhyl discovered that he was having an 
animated discussion with one of the Yule Bearers. 


“Ah, Squire Mikhyl! You have already met our friends. We were just 
discussing the comparative religious traditions around these holidays.” 


“Of course you were.” He forced a smile. 


“The Yule Bearers have visited so many different worlds and collected 
a vast wealth of knowledge about the Solstice traditions. Everywhere in the 
Universe, people come together and give gifts in the dark and the cold, 
marking the turning of the seasons and the change of the world.” 


A wicked thought creased his lips. He asked the robot. “So, have you 
ever visited the Grinders for Christmas?” 


The green amoeba inside the robot’s dome twisted in a dance of 
amusement. “Some among us have tried. The Hyperspace Tyrants have 
been... less than receptive to our attempts to share the Holiday Spirit.” 


“Annihilate, obliterate, exterminate?” He tried to hold back a laugh. It 
wasn’t funny. 


“Quite. The Yule Bearers have decided the Tyrants are not quite ready 
for holiday cheer.” 


Huritt took a deep breath and nodded to Mikhyl. “Boy, I must 
apologise. You heard me at my worst. After losing Dyani I was searching 
for meaning and all I found was... eschatology.” 


“T don’t even know what that word means.” 


The auditor barked a laugh and winced in pain. “It means I am a foolish 
old man who saw death everywhere.” He looked around them. “This place, 
this asteroid, do you know where it came from?” 


No. 


“The Reptilian species, like Wubbvt’s people, evolved on Earth in 
ancient times... during the time of the dinosaurs, perhaps even earlier — 
and hibernated during the Great Extinction. But prior to that cataclysm, they 
shared the Earth with... others. Three radically different civilisations, living 
in balance, sharing a planet. All as different as could be, but some of them 
even worshipped the same Gods! The first were the Reptilians; the second, 
we need not speak of — but the third were the Star-People. Non-humanoid 
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aliens who lived in the Antarctic. This is one of their bases. They vanished 
sometime while the Reptilians slept. Left. It was a long winter. But look 
what they left behind! A shelter in the cold dark, for travellers in need.” 


The Yule Bearer nodded at the waist. “It is the cold and dark times that 
teach the importance of coming together. That is why winter festivals are so 
universal.” 


Mikhyl could hear the Acolytes swearing from the surgery several 
alcoves down and he was desperate to blot out the sound so he asked. 
“What is the Yule Bearers’ deal? Why do you love the Holidays so much?” 


“We celebrate Christmas. But we understand that other denominations 
are available.” The robot body gestured expansively. 


He was caught off-guard. “Wait, Christmas specifically? As in human 
Christmas? Is it just your favourite winter holiday? Please don’t say it’s 
because Christianity is the right religion, I don’t think I could take that just 


99 


now. 


The robot squeaked a chuckle, and then grew more serious. “No. My 
species are protist nemavores, amoeba. We evolved to take over chattel- 
hosts, slaves. Generations of slave-bodies, taken from their worlds against 
their wills — an unspeakable crime.” 


*..Cruk.” 


“Indeed. Well, more than a century ago when a group of us came to 
Earth intending to kidnap a fresh group of... ahem... children, they were 
defeated and captured by one of your champions, a girl called Lucy 
Wilson.” The Yule Bearer held up his hands reverently. “But she gave 
mercy and showed us how to build robot bodies so that we would never 
again have to take from others. In celebration of this breathtaking act of 
charity and forgiveness on Christmas, our entire species has taken the name 
Yule Bearers and vowed to bring joy wherever we can.” 


Mikhyl grinned. “Oh, I knew it had to be something twisted! You have 
some dark secrets.” 


“Our ancestors. And we are giving back to the Universe as they once 
took.” 


“That’s kind of sweet.” 
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“We renamed our entire species. Yes, it is sweet,” the Yule Bearer said 
firmly. From a bag on the ground he took out a small box and handed it to 
Adjudicator Huritt. “For you.” 


The old man opened it with unsteady fingers and revealed — a teddy 
bear. A wide smile spread across his face and he stuck his finger in the toy’s 
mouth, wriggling it against the fabric teeth. 


Mikhyl eyed the Yule Bearer suspiciously. “Did you know that his 
clan’s totem was a bear?” 


“We like to do our research when possible. After all, with gifts, it is the 
thought that counts.” The amoeba swam up against its glass enclosure and 
regarded him closely. “You are most difficult to shop for.” 


“T don’t want a gift. I don’t believe in Christmas.” 
Huritt eyed him sideways. 


Suddenly a child’s wail broke the silence. Birth. Some cheers could be 
heard from the Acolytes a few rooms down — more concern. 


Mikhyl’s mood darkened. “What rough beast slouches towards 1987 
HK to be born?” 


The Yule Bearer considered this statement. “Should we have left the 
child to die in space because it was damaged?” 


“No, of course not!” he shouted back. “I am just being a moody fuck! 
That is how I celebrate Christmas and I thank you to honour my tradition!” 


Adjudicator Huritt threw back his head and laughed. A moment later, so 
did the Yule Bearer. Mikhyl tried to hold out, but he snorted despite 
himself. 


“Sorry.” After a moment, he added: “I’m Russian.” 
“Does that explain things?” 
Adjudicator Huritt said, “Yes.” 


“Ah. Then I shall add it to our cultural database,” the Yule Bearer said 
dutifully. 


The child’s cries had faded off, replaced by fussing noises. Mikhyl 
listened while the other two talked until a few minutes later he heard one of 
the Acolytes of Wepwawet approaching. It was the Sister with her long robe 
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and elaborate fox-mask, once again pushed back as she squinched and made 
faces at the baby in her arms. 


She looked up at the two men and the alien-robot Yule Bearer. “T 
thought you might want to meet the newest addition to our little band!” 


“Um, is he going to —” 


“She. And she is an absolute miracle. We did a brain scan, there’s no 
damage. Her mother’s body must have been sending all of the oxygen to the 
baby even while the mum was starving. I don’t even know how that is 
possible, but... she is perfect.” There were tears in the Sister’s eyes. 


The Yule Bearer nodded at the waist and emitted a sloshy sigh of 
satisfaction. “A genuine Christmas Miracle. Three times before I have seen 
such impossible things, yet it is always a privilege.” 


“T don’t —” Mikhyl bit his lip to stop. J dont believe in miracles? The 
child was right there. He reached out tentatively with his hand, as if to 
check that she was real. 


The baby’s hand wrapped around his finger, holding it tight and tugging 
it around. Good grip. Strong. 


Huritt was saying a blessing prayer in Navajo, and when he was done, 
the Yule Bearer reached into his bag and produced a slim box. 


“T don’t want a gift,” Mikhyl reminded him. 
“Not for you. For the child. Will you open it for her, though?” 


He could hardly refuse. A ribbon was untied, and then the box came 
open, revealing a dark wooden cylinder about 18 inches long, adorned with 
shiny silver fittings. A musical instrument. 


Huritt took it out. “I thought it was a piccolo for a moment, but it’s a... 
dwarf clarinet?” he hesitated. 


“Terzino,” said the Yule Bearer. 


“Gesundheit.” Mikhyl took the instrument and turned it over in his 
hands. “It’s bigger than she is. Shouldn’t she get the stuffed animal and he 
get the instrument?” 


“T don’t know how to play,” Huritt said cheerfully. “She will grow up to 
learn.” 
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Mikhyl was feeling emotionally blackmailed. Worse, he could hear the 
choir in the distance singing Pat-a-pan again. He brought the E-flat clarinet 
to his lips and blew an experimental note, testing the valves. 


(Of course it was in tune.) 


The choir seemed to swell in the distance. He closed his eyes and 
played along. 


Ji Billy, bring your new red drum, 
Ivan, get your fife and come 

Fife and drum together play, 
Patta-patta-pan, turra-lurra-lay, 
On the fife and drum did play, 

So their hearts were glad and gay. 


God and man today become 
More in tune than fife and drum, 
Fife and drum together play, 
Patta-patta-pan, turra-lurra-lay, 
Fife and drum together play, 

On this joyous Holiday. 3 


As the song ended he put the clarinet down. Everyone was smiling. 
Even the baby. 


(It was probably gas.) 


“And now,” the Yule Bearer said smugly, “you have given her a 
Christmas gift.” 


“Jane,” the Sister said with a smile. 
“Jane?” he repeated, skeptical. 


“Little Jane Doe,” the Sister elaborated, apologetic now. “Her mother 
had no identification, so we don’t know what to name her.” 
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Mikhyl put the instrument back in its box and gave it to the Sister, who 
tuced it in the crook of her elbow. “She has this. An E-flat clarinet is her 
first and only possession. So... Claret?” 


The Sister broke into a satisfied smile. “Claret. Claret Doe? Yes, Do Re 
Mi are musical notes. It fits. It’s perfect. You’re perfect.” 


Huritt snorted. “Congratulations, you’re a Godfather.” 


The baby began to shift and fuss, flailing her arms until the Sister once 
again pulled the blanket tight. “Well, it seems that little perfect Miss Claret 
has had enough of the spotlight. Come on, you impossible girl, let’s get you 
back where it’s warm.” She bid them adieu and exited. 


Adjudicator Huritt laid back with a sigh and clutched his teddy bear. 
“Well that was a thing. If we get out of this I’m giving the child this bear. 
She’s too young to enjoy it right now and... I need it.” 


The Yule Bearer held up a finger and quoted, “Admitting your need is 
an act of strength.” 


Mikhyl blew out a breath. “You have humans pretty well figured out, 
huh?” 


“We still have not figured out what to give you.” 
“An escape route would be nice,” he grinned brightly. 


“Alas, the Hyperspace Tyrants do not appear to be taking their holiday 
off.” 


Something which had been itching at the back of Mikhyl’s head finally 
found its way out. 


“Um, hey... Your cultural database has holiday traditions from all sorts 
of worlds.” 


“Indeed! We celebrate the uniqueness and commonalities of all cultures 
that —” 


“What about the Grinders? Or the Hyperspace Tyrants, as you call 
them.” 


The Yule Bearer hesitated. “Yes, our files do include the Tyrants of dim 
s’Carcosa in Hyades-Space.” 


“Well, do they celebrate Christmas?” 
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“Alas, not exactly, but there are certain ancestral celebrations which 
were once observed by the shores of Demhe...” 


Mikhyl cocked his head to get the Adjudicator’s attention. 


“You think we can use that?” 
ook ok 


“Okay kids, just like we practised.” 


The children milled like cats being herded at a water park, slowly being 
ushered into line by parents and adults. The interior of the Yule Bearers’ 
flying saucers were new and exciting for the already overstimulated and 
sugar-filled lot, especially after weeks or months of running from the very 
threats they were about to run towards. Excitement was running high, but 
the singers, young and old, were corralled. 


Wubbyvt bumped Mikhyl’s shoulder and flashed him a quick worried 
grin. “This is too stupid to possibly work.” 

“T know, that’s why it’s brilliant.” 

“Explain that to me?” 

“Life lesson number one: The Real World is Stupid.” 


Even with the information from the Yule Bearers’ cultural database, 
Mikhyl’s plan would have been doomed to fail without the encrypted ring 
modulator Adjudicator Huritt had salvaged from a high-ranking Hyperspace 
Tyrant a few weeks ago. He never got around to wiring it up, so the codes 
had never been deactivated. Using it, the refugees could falsify enemy 
transmissions. Just for a short while. 


“Are you ready?” 


“Transmitter is live,” said the Adjudicator. “Ring modulator is on, we 
will all, everyone of us, sound like a Wreckhab.” He was sitting by the Yule 
Bearers’ transmission station. All of the refugees who were not members of 
the choir were crammed into the other two ships. 


The sister counted down with her finger. Three. Two. One. She swung 
her hand for time and — 


JJ In the freak midwinter, 


Flashy wind made moans, 
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Trees made hard as iron, 
Down into our bones: 

Snow has fallen, 

Snow on snow, snow on snow. 
In the freak midwinter, 


Long ago. 


The Demons and Conceptuals 
Once had gathered near, 
Ideas and solutions 

Mated here 

Now only survival, 

Comes cardinal virtue 

To worship and VEN-E-RATE 
In plain view. Jd 


Mihkel held his breath. Outside in the Asteroid Belt, the Tyrants could 
hear this transmission. They could trace it back if they tried. But crucially... 
the choir was singing an old Solstice song from s'Carcosa. Christmas Carols 
for the Tyrants of Hyades-Space. “Come on,” he said quietly. 


Wubbvt silenced him with a touch on his arm. 
Ji Enough that we whose infants’ souls 
Flee before the dawn, 

And by tainted milk, 

A menagerie will spawn, 
Enough that we 

Whom angels devour, 

The marrow and the gristle, 


All cower. 
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Nezz'd, from the wings re-enters; 
Aquilla walks. 

The sky and dirt scour away 
While she dances ‘round. 

In this freak midwinter 

All sheltering place denied 

NS apull 

, D+D— He8+ n. fd 


Even in a species as single-minded as the Tyrants, there had to be 
occasional outbreaks of good spirits. Not niceness — if the Yule Bearers 
were to be believed, that had literally been bred out of them — but a sort of 
nationalist or supremacist pride that would celebrate their own heritage. 
Surely the Grinders possessed a basic vanity? Hearing the songs of Winter 
Dark at home, here, near Earth where they had conquered... would they 
crow in triumph? 


The transmitter crackled, and an electronic, croaking voice echoed 
through the ship, joining with the singers as the Sister frantically kept them 
from stopping singing. 

JJ What more to pay with, 
Ruin’d as I am? 

If I were a herder, 

I would butcher a kid, 

If I were a thinker 

I would have taken part, 
Yet what I can I pay with, 
Take my heart. 


In the freak midwinter 


I may go in peace 


As the Fates have punished 
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I may go in peace ff 


As the song ended, there came an excited murmuring from the choir. 
Wubvvt joined the Yule Bearers and signalled for the massive stone doors 
to the asteroid to open. At once, their saucers rose up out into space. Their 
brilliant Christmas lights were turned out, the better to pass for a Tyrantship 


from a distance — if they were distracted. 
The next song began. 
Ji Down from the clouds with jets afix’d, 
Out jump good ol’ Kill Team Six! 
Down through the vents and make no noise 


Starts with the little ones, and rejoice! 


So, who gets to go? (Go-go-go) 
Who gets to go~h? 
Up on the housetop, snickt, snickt, snickt 


Enter through the vents with this simple trick! 


First comes the stocking of little Behl 
Oh, dear Kill Team, end her well 
A nice festive gag for screams and cries 


Leave her breathless but dont shut those eyes 


So, who gets to go? (Go-go-go) 
Who gets to go~h? 
Pulls the pins and tic, tic, tic 


So we can deliver realpolitik! 


Look under the bedspread for young Nadel 


Let us all wish him a fond farewell 
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Here is a hammer and lots of whacks 


A whimper and a wail and a head that cracks 


So, who gets to go? (Go-go-go) 
Who gets to go~h? 
Break in the windows, use a brick 


Light up the night with a good matchstick! 


Who wouldn t go? (Go-go-go) 

Who didnt go~h? 

Go house to house, no conflicts! 

Enter through the vents and make it quick — 

We’re gonna dispense with the blonde peaceniks! §3 


The communications channels were clamouring with a chorus of 
singing off-key modulated voices. Even he could hear the tone of pride as 
they sang about their homeworld. 


Wubbyvt drew him away from the choir and the microphones so that 
they could talk quietly. The monitors showed the saucers from the Grinder 
patrols as the Yule Bearers slipped past. 


“Everyone is singing. We’re just another singing ship to them. They’d 
only be suspicious of a saucer if we weren’t.” 


“TI told you: always bet on stupidity. There’s a reason it’s everywhere, 
it’s clearly a successful survival trait.” 


“Over a long run, maybe. I still say this shouldn’t work.” 


“Argue /ater!” 


Ji Homeland, Homeland 
Little girl and boy land. 
If you go inside it 


You'll be superior there. 
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Childhood ’s end land 
In a one-man homeland. 
Once you close the hatch then, 


You can ne’er return again. 


When you’ve grown up, my dears 
And are as old as I 

We play at War across the spheres 
And roll so swiftly by, the years 
You roll so swiftly by. 


Childhood ’s end land 
Comfy tightly close-in’d. 


Once within its borders 
You can ne’er return again. {7 


The saucers were past the heaviest patrols, and new voices were taking 
up the songs. There was a nasty edge to the lyrics that made him shiver — 
an evil Christmas — but they were making it through. One after the other, 
the enemy ships passed them by on the scanner. 


Three hours later, they crossed out of the Asteroid Belt and were 
officially en route to Mars. The Choir sang on, now rotating members to 
rest their throats as the Yule Bearers and the refugees sailed safe into the 
night. 

Wubbvt came over and sat down next to him. He had a box with a 
ribbon on it. 


“T don’t need a Christmas gift, Wubbvt.” 


“It’s a Hanukkah present. Anyway, that Yule Bearer just could not 
figure out what to get you, so I asked him and he had this made for me.” 
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Despite himself, Mihkyl was intrigued. He pulled the ribbon from the 
box and opened it. Inside there was a fabric-wrapped cylinder, with a 
handle at the bottom and a single button. 


“What does this do?” He pressed the button. 
“Careful, don’t —” 


The umbrella extended with a snap and fwoomped open. It was striped 
red and white like a candy cane. 


Wubbyt giggled. “According to the Sister, many people pray for rain 
but never bring an umbrella. Remember? You actually believed it was 
possible. And that got us here.” 


Mikhyl spun his umbrella with a gleeful grin across his face, threw back 
his head, and laughed. Then he turned to his friend. 


“You do realise it doesn’t rain on Mars?” 


“*.,.It’s the thought that counts.” 
+e 


To see more about the Yule Bearers’ first appearance, check out The 


Lucy Wilson Mysteries: Christmas Crackers anthology, available from 
Candy Jar Books! 
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SCENE 15 


“Wait. That baby was you.” 

“Oh yes.” 

“This story was about you.” 

“Well, about baby-me. And about my mum. I do wish I’d known her...” 
“Are the books just playing with us now?” 


“Most likely. Wanna try again? Betcha the next thing I pick will be 
about the Princess.” 
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THE GOD WHO CAME FOR CHRISTMAS 


A story from the worlds of “Coloth” 
By Aristide Twain 


A woman lived in the penthouse at Number Twenty-Three, Ceridwen 
Road, in the city of New Helena, on the pleasure planet of Silveni. As of 
December 25th, 31233, she had lived there for just over forty years, and in 
all that time, no one in New Helena had succeeded in learning anything 
about her. 


Oh, she was no recluse. In fact, she was at every dance and every 
theatre performance, speaking to everyone, introducing herself to no one. 
There were few among the wealthy retirees of Ceridwen Road who 
frequented the Central Park with greater regularity than that strange old 
woman, and even fewer who held themselves to quite so rigorous an 
exercise routine. Every morning she would appear on the longest, most 
winding of the trails which criss-crossed the artificial forest, wearing hand- 
made boots and a ragged tunic — her long white hair tied in braids, lest it 
whip back against her face as she began to run. She wore that same tunic 
wherever she ventured, but went barefoot indoors — save when she had 
cause to antagonise the host, in which cas she would delight in tracking her 
muddy boots about as long as the masters of the house could bear before 
they complained. 


No one doubted that she was old — not just old, in fact, but elder. Her 
appearance alone said it all: she had that ageless quality of the truly ancient, 
those who had outgrown any self-involved impulse to wear every wrinkle 
and every scar, yet could not bear to look young, any more than an ordinary 
adult could thrive in the body of a teenager. The physical form on which she 
had settled was hale and hearty, full of life, almost restless; yet the hair, 
which went all the way down her back when she left it untied, was white as 
snow, and her face displayed a few, calculated creases to complement the 
vast expanses of time that floated in those dark-grey eyes. 


Her humanity was not in doubt. There was a certain feeling one got 
when exposed at length to a god or a fae, an aura of power, a sense that one 
was seeing a small cross-section of a vaster being; she had none of that. Her 
body might be the sculpted masterpiece of hundred nanosurgeons, but 
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embodied she was, a woman of flesh and blood; and she spoke of Old Earth 
with the familiarity of a native. Of course, many dismissed her occasional 
reminiscences as affectations, for she sometimes sounded as though she had 
been born long before the space age itself — a stark impossibility, to the 
judgement of most. 


She did not live alone: she kept a small entourage, who seemed younger 
than her by some millennia, but no less mysterious. Most were human, and 
all but two were female, but beyond that, the members of her household had 
little in common, appearing to come from different eras, nations and planets 
altogether. They kept their own company. Not all of them were servants; not 
all of them were partners; at least one of them was some manner of a 
relative. That much had taken a decade for the finest gossips of New Helena 
to determine, and they had never gotten very far beyond that. 


Her resources were considerable. Her political ambitions were 
nonexistent. She liked her meat very rare, but, to the consternation of one 
optimistic theorist, also adored garlic. 


And no one knew her name. 


Oh, there was a name on the books; a name on the letter-box. Mandy 
Something-or-other. But that one didn’t fool anybody, and by all 
appearances, she had never wanted it to. She laughed openly whenever 
some poor soul ventured to address her by it. Her entourage called her 
‘Princess’, but it seemed almost to be a kind of inside joke between her and 
them; similar peals of laughter were induced if a stranger used the title. 


She did not celebrate Christmas. 


She had no religion to speak of — though she was sometimes observed 
to whisper to the trees after her morning run — but had a particular grudge 
against Christianity, which she called the Roman faith. The gossips knew 
this; the entire town of New Helena knew this; her maids and concubines 
and assorted flatmates knew it better than anyone. 


It was, then, with considerable surprise that she walked back into her 
penthouse that fateful December night, and found a great big tree in her 
living room. 


She’d just been to a party — not a Christmas party; someone’s birthday 
party, in fact. She didn’t remember whose. She’d gotten very slightly drunk, 
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at any rate, and for that reason, she blinked at the tree a couple of times, 
leaning against the wall for support, just to make sure it was really there. 


It was not, to its credit, any kind of evergreen, and there were no gaudy 
garlands or golden star on top. No, the tree that stood before her was a 
mighty old oak, which made up with girth for what it lacked in height. Its 
leaves were such a dark shade of green as to appear nearly black. She 
wondered, momentarily, if someone had become aware of her druidic 
leanings, and had thought to please her with some ghastly stab at a ‘themed’ 
party. One of her youngest conquests, perhaps, the ones whose company 
was still the slightly distant fun of a fling; the ones with whom she had yet 
to share the full story of her past. Ayana, perhaps, or Melanie? 


She was about to call out and complain, when, from the alcoholic haze, 
another observation presented itself to her. This tree might not have been as 
large as some she had seen, but it was indubitably too large to fit through 
the front door. Either it had been grown here, which seemed unlikely, or 
somebody had teleported it in, which was very worrying indeed. She had 
spent a fortune on wards against all known forms of teleportation both 
technological and magical; she, and she alone, could bypass those wards, a 
privilege she had not shared even with the oldest of her wives. 


Her hand had already reached into one of the many pockets of her tunic, 
gripping the hilt of a simple iron dagger, when she was given just cause to 
draw it. Across the weathered bark of the oak tree, a rectangular doorway 
appeared, a glowing portal which opened into the smoking ruin of a smooth 
marble courtyard. A moment later, a man in dark clothing stumbled out of 
that courtyard and into her penthouse, coughing and clutching his forehead 
with both hands. 


Within the old woman’s mind, theory made space for memory. 


There were many who would have dropped the dagger in surprise; but 
those fearful many were not the kind of people who typically lived to be 
four thousand, five hundred and sixty-eight years old. Her grip on the 
weapon tightened — 


— and, almost before she realised what she was doing, she threw it at 
the man in black. 
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With reflexes to match her own, the intruder caught the blade before it 
embedded itself in his lower stomach, and tossed it aside. The move had 
startled him out of his coughing fit, and forced him to lower his hands from 
his face. She locked eyes with the intruder, and instantly felt a stabbing pain 
in her skull which had nothing to do with the beer at the birthday party — 
but she held his gaze courageously, watching as those hated eyes changed 
hue, from black to green to red to yellow, as if flicking rapidly through 
possible frequencies in the hope of finding one that might overwhelm her 
spirit. The silent battle of wills lasted several long seconds to study the face 
of her would-be hypnotist, her ancient foe, the dark god of the Sacred Wood 
and the Inner Mysteries. 


It was just as she remembered it, that face. The strong nose, the 
aristocratic bearing, the faintly-receding shock of black hair; and, too, the 
sense that some key aspect, some feature that would tie it all together, was 
missing. He was a goat without wings, a bird without its horns — or 
possibly the other way around. 


Too late, she realised the trap. Her musings on the man in black’s facial 
features had distracted her from the mental duel; she felt something break in 
her mental defences, and she — 

— was a little girl, sitting cross-legged by a Christmas tree. 
Gleaming ornaments hung from every branches, and boxes in 
colourful wrapping paper had sprouted all around the trunk like 
mushrooms. It was the most beautiful sight little Mandy had ever 
seen. 


She turned a fraction, and saw a rectangular opening, from 
which smoke billowed. She blinked. Of course, the fireplace! And 
there was the man, the bearded man. Fat and jolly, dressed in all 
red, with eyes all the colours of the rainbow. 


“Ho, ho, ho,” said Santa Claus, in a rather perfunctory voice. 


He rubbed thoughtfully at his grey-white beard for a moment, 
as though surprised to find it there, but not displeased; then he 
glanced over at the dagger where it had fallen, and picked it up. 
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“Now now,” he scolded, looking back at her as he balanced the 
iron blade on the tip of a gloved finger. “Naughty, naughty. Little 
girls shouldnt play with knives.” 


“They should if they wanna get good at fighting,” Mandy 
objected, raising herself up. “Give that back, it's mine. My daddy 
gave it to me.” 


“All in good time, my dear,” said Santa Claus. “You'll get your 
— ah — present. I’ve only just got here, you know...” 


He stashed the dagger somewhere in his vestments, and went 
over to the nearest armchair, collapsing into it. Again his right 
hand went to rub at his forehead. 


Forgetting her quarrel with the bearded man, Mandy trotted 
over to him, and patted his other hand, which had gone limp and 
hung over the side of the armchair. Her eyes saw a thick brown 
glove, but her fingers felt a clammy palm. 


“Are you alright, Santa?” she asked simply. 


“...Not really, no,” he admitted in a rasp. “But I will be. Oh, I will be. I 
only wish... Why did it have to be you? Why you again, of all people, of all 
places?” 

The fingers of his right hand parted, and she could see his 
feverish eyes studying her, then darting around the room until they 
landed again on the brilliant Christmas tree. 

“Oh, I see. Of course. Of course it was you,” he groaned in 
understanding — understanding of what, he couldnt guess. “I suppose this 
is what passes for humour among your kin. I thought you less stupid.” He 
stared straight ahead at the tree for a moment more — then blinked, his 
anger now redirected at himself. “Yes, I know, I know. I’m one to talk. But if 
you'd only understand what I’m —” 


“What's happening, Santa?” asked Mandy. 
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She felt distinctly as though she should have understood more of the 
man’s words than she could quite grasp at the moment, and it was annoying 
her to no small extent. 

“Nothing to worry about, my dear,” the bearded man huffed. 
“Santa is merely having a little argument with his sleigh, that’s 


all.” 


“But thats not a sleigh,” Mandy objected, looking again at the 
evergreen tree, its jutting branches nearly collapsing under the 
weight of a thousand tacky decorations. “Thats the Christmas 
tree.” 


Santa blinked dumbly. 


“Ah. So it is.” He ran a hand over his brow, bringing it down to pinch 
the bridge of his nose as he sighed. “I do apologise, I’m not quite myself 
just yet. My T... My Tree... ought to be helping me adjust, but evidently, she 
thinks its’ more amusing to watch me figure it out the hard way. Ungrateful 
heap of — well, never mind.” 

“You're funny, Santa,” said Mandy, tilting her head 
reprovingly. “And not good-funny. You’re weird-funny. Bad-funny. 
No wonder things aren t working out for you.” 


“Oh, really?” The bearded man frowned impatiently. “And what, little 
girl, pray tell, do you believe me to be doing wrong?” 


“Thats no way to speak to a child,” she scolded. “Thats the first thing 
you're doing wrong. I'll tell you the other bit —” She stomped over to the 
Christmas tree, and yanked a garland off of it. “Thats no way to treat a 
tree. You gotta be good to the trees! You’ve got to respect them. Like old 
things what are much older than you, or else much younger.” 


“T am older than the trees,” the bearded man retorted in a low 
voice. 


“Nothing's older than the trees,”’ said Mandy. She stood tall. 
Taller. 
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“The trees were there before us. The trees remember what came before 
the Light. The trees remember the time before time and the forest before the 
world. That is their power, that is their wisdom, that is the wisdom of 
Druids. You pathetic little man.” 

“How dare you!” he shouted back at her. “I am Santa Claus!” But even 
as he got up from the armchair, he found he could no longer loom over her. 


She was a child no more. 
And his beard was gone. 
There he was again, a man in black clothing with silver and red trim, 


with shining black boots and a shock of dark hair, receding in a widow’s- 
peak. 


And there she was — not little Mandy, but the ageless Princess — a 
barefoot woman in a ragged tunic, with priceless golden jewellery on her 
ankles and wrists, and a long, untamed mane of snow-white hair. 


She was, in fact, slightly taller than him. 
“You are nothing of the sort,” she told him, and then she put her hands 
on her hips. “Well! Now that’s cleared up — won’t you sit down?” 


He blinked. With a quick, rodent-like head-turn, as though unwilling to 
take his eyes off her for too long, he looked at the armchair again; it was 
much as it had been in the fantasy. 


““.,. What?” 

“Your legs,” she said with a graceful explanatory gesture. “Bend them 
at the knees, and seat your skinny arse on that chair over there.” 

“Why?” 

“Do it,” she said, brooking no argument. 


At last, he complied — then he looked up at her again, and again asked 
‘why’. She smiled. 
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“I’ve always heard it unwise,” she explained, “to be inhospitable to 
deities — however inconvenient their visit.” 


The dark god raised an eyebrow. “You accept my divinity, then? How 
you’ve changed. You were quite the agnostic, as I recall. You spurned 
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initiation into the Inner Mysteries — spoke out against me — intruded upon 
my sanctum. I must say you hurt my feelings.” 


“T never denied that you were a god,” she replied. She had turned away 
from him, walking briefly into an alcove just off the living room, and raised 
her voice a smidge to ensure the conversation was unbroken. “I simply did 
not believe that you were on our side. You can’t begrudge me that. What 
would you like to drink?” 


“Urizen’s Red, if you have it,” he replied; “if not that, anything you 
please. Princess, if you don’t mind my saying, you’re being very pleasant 
with me.” 


“Ah, well, I’m a very pleasant lady,” she chortled as she walked back 
into the living room carrying a dusty amphora, a corkscrew, and a pair of 
metal goblets. 


She set all of them down on an occasional table, then dragged a second 
armchair from the other end of the room, placing it opposite the god in 
black’s own. 


“Here. Roman wine,” she commented as she uncorked the amphora and 
poured each of them a cup, “from the sake of auld lang syne. Only good 
thing those Mediterranean bastards ever brought to Britain, if you ask me.” 


“Thank you,” said the man. He brought the cup near to his lips, and 
gave it an appreciative sniff. “Your hospitality continues to surprise me. 
Truly, don’t you have better things to do than humour an old enemy?” 


“I’m humouring myself,” she shrugged. “My own curiosity. I’ve got 
time to myself — most of my lovers are out enjoying themselves tonight, 
and besides, I’m too tired for sex. I’m quite happy you came; I’ve been 
wondering about you for four and a half millennia — and here you are. 
Perhaps I was due a Christmas present, whether I like it or not.” 


“Ah, of course,” he said with a dark chuckle, and tasted the wine. “Hm. 


Remarkable — I congratulate you.” He licked his lips. “Well, you have her 
to thank. And perhaps I do as well, after all.” 


“Her?” 


“My Tree,” he explained, pointing lazily at the oak tree with the cup. 
“My sanctum — one of the great elementals. I am nothing without her, nor 
she without me.” 
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“Answers at last,” she rejoiced, taking an indecently large gulp from her 
own wine-cup. “Praise be to the trees, as I always said. Even if it should be 
yours. Tell me, how long has it been for you?” 


“No time at all,” he chuckled again, “as I think you realise. I came here 
directly from the Sacred Forest... it has been mere minutes since that 
dreadful American tried to shoot me. See the scorch-mark there, next to the 
doorway? I asked her to take me somewhere else altogether, but in the 
confusion, I suppose she locked onto your timeline instead, the willful old 
thing. I wonder...” 

He stared at the Tree with a strange, half-lidded expression, then 
abruptly looked at her again. 

“Never mind. You’ve done well for yourself, haven’t you? Ah. Let me 
guess — one of them took you on, didn’t they? My colleagues. Was it — ? 
No, no, I shall be seeing him soon enough; our paths would have crossed 
again far in your past. Surely not that infernal officer” He snapped his 
fingers, grinning at his own deduction. “Ah, of course. The daughter.” 

“A gentlewoman never tells,” she said lightly, and took another, smaller 
sip of wine. “But that’s quite enough about me. Who are you?” 


“That is the question, isn’t it...” 


His eyes were brown, now, simply brown, but no less deep than before. 
She glanced at them, too quickly to risk another battle of wings, and saw a 
flicker of golden fire there, the silent laughter of the entity that hid behind 
the man in black. Amusement? Glee? 


“Well, my dear Princess, who do you think I am? You’ve had a long 
time to guess.” 


“Once,” she replied, gaze distant, “I thought you were Mars, whom the 
Greeks called Ares. The Romans’ god of war, come to our land to deceive 
us and destroy us.” 


“Ares? That Olympian blockhead?” laughed the god of the Sacred 
Wood. “Really now. I take it that is no longer your belief.” 


“No. 99 
“What changed?” 
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“Many things,” she said thoughtfully, mulling over the implications of 
the question. “My horizons, for one thing. There were more things on Earth 
and in the Heavens than even the Druids had known. It seemed so petty, 
after a while, to think that you must be some figure about whom I’d already 
heard back then. What would be the odds of that?” 


“A fair argument,” he agreed, “but not the whole of it, I sense.” 


“... That goddess,” she said after a while, “who whisked me away, 
plucked me from Destiny’s weave. Your enemy’s daughter. My first love,” 
she said with a distant, forlorn bitterness, and steeled herself with another 
gulp of wine, which finished her cup. She leaned forward and poured 
herself another. “She didn’t like to speak of the past... but she knew you, 
and you knew her. You were of the same race, the same pantheon.” 


She looked to him for confirmation, and he nodded softly, amused by 
the intensity of her recollection. 


“T made her swear to me,” she continued, “that she was no patron to 
Rome. Not her, nor her father, nor her entire race. I held a dagger to her 
throat as she laid on our bed, and I made her promise. If she’d said yes — 
we’d already made love by then, you understand. If she’d said yes...” She 
closed her eyes for a moment and leaned back in her chair, remembering. 
“Oh, I think I might have stabbed us both.” 


“How melodramatic.” 


“Those were different times,” she shrugged without shame. “I wouldn’t 
do a foolish thing like that today. But that’s youth for you. The people 
nowadays — they’ve never lived in a world of faith and shadows. Never 
believed that there are honours and shames worth dying for. And maybe 
that’s as it ought to be. I’m more like them now. But I remember what it felt 
like to be young, and brave, and afraid. I pity them more than I envy them.” 


“Spoken like the best of humanity,” said the god. He seemed genuinely 
impressed. “I’ve always admired your kind.” 


“Is that why you killed us? Why you hypnotised and deceived us?” Her 
tone was derisive, not angry. 


“Yes!” the old war-god replied. “Yes, it was. It was because you were 
the most suitable race for my designs. Because you were those brilliant, 
savage children. You mortals have so much potential — and I bring 
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purpose, leadership. I chose you, out of all the peoples of the Galaxy. I 
intend to guide you. I intend to fulfil your deepest desire. With my help, 
you could be so much more. So much more!” 

“Oh, I see,” she snorted. “There’s my answer. You’re the great 
humanitarian. Your motives are purely peaceful.” 


His features took on an expression of mock chagrin. 

“IT do believe you’re mocking me,” he observed as he finished his first 
cup of wine. “— I’m sorry, may I?” 

“Certainly,” she said, refilling the goblet in generous proportions. 
“After all, you haven’t told me your name yet. I simply must keep plying 
you with drink, mustn’t I?” 

“T see you’re onto me,” he teased. “You must forgive a long-winded old 
man. I have so few worthy conversation-partners.” 


“Perhaps it would help if you stopped turning them into obedient 
zombies,” she suggested with a cutting edge to her good humour. “IT 
suppose that’s the true evil of slavery, isn’t it? With every crack of the whip, 
the master condemns himself to dying of boredom... Speaking of which, 
who are you, really? I’m not made of time.” 


“Oh, but I am,” said the god. “Very well, however; let us return to the 
topic of my identity. We had established, I believe, that I am not Mars. Any 
other guesses, dear Princess, or shall I give you some further clue?” 


“A few, but I’m old, and drunk,” she replied and took another 
unladylike gulp of wine. “And sleepy. Give us a clue, Santa Claus.” 


The god in black gave a little snort. “Sleepy, eh? Funny. Funny you 
should be so sleepy, so early in the night. Look, then. Look into my eyes. 
Let me show you.” 


She did not resist. 


If he still meant to hurt her, she knew, he would have done it by 
now. 


In the dream, she was no one, and nowhere. Just a point of 
view. And, oh, he had such things to show her. 
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She saw a perfect, golden sphere hung in a velvet sky; and the 
sphere was a world, a planet, a blazing star; a temple, a palace, a 
paradise. It was all of those things and none of them. It was the 
dwelling-place of the gods, infinite space in finite volume. 


She saw the gods themselves, not as mortals saw them but as 
they saw each other; boundless things of living fire, eternal 
serpents suckling on their own tails; wheels within wheels, circles 
revolving with the same grace as the stars in the night sky. Blazing 
eyes who watched unblinking over every sun and planet in 
Creation, counting the hours and the days. Processes more than 
people, the ticking, whirring gears of a majestic clockwork, yet 
living things, all the same, beings of light who laughed, and loved, 
and sang the praises of their great creation, and danced through 
the ages with boundless grace. 


She saw them, and felt herself weeping. To see them as they 
truly were was to know the infinite joy of their existence — yet also 
to feel an infinite sorrow. The painful, pitiful ache that came with 
the knowledge that they were a perfect whole, sufficient in 
themselves, beyond want, beyond decay. That they would never 
need her, or anything like her. That she could never dance among 
them without marring the very beauty to which she longed to join 


herself. 


In the dream, time had no meaning. She saw endless aeons, the 
cycles and revolutions of a world that never changed, never strayed 
from its mechanical sublimity. Ten thousand millennia, counted in 
the seconds of eternity. 


And then change. 


New ideas — grains of sand in the clockwork. Gods who danced to 
their own tunes, heedless of the old harmony. Renegades and rebels. She 
saw him; gold and black, spinning with rhythmic rage, hating the 
discordant harmony just as the old dancers feared his warriors march. She 
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saw tensions rising, the song turning to discordant confusion. A doomed 
Revolution. War in heaven. She saw rebels cast out, fleeing to Earth, 
fighting among themselves. 


She saw the man in black in a thousand shattered fragments — 
his names, his pacts, his ambitions. Faces he had taken, lives he 


had led. 
She saw him looking back at her from the armchair. 
He blinked. 


He was not crying, but there was an intensity in his eyes that hadn’t 
been there before. He squeezed them shut as he took a drink, and slammed 
the empty goblet down on the table again. 


“That,” he said, “is what I am.” 

She wiped a tear from the corner of her eye — blinked — 
— and then threw her head back. 

“Oh, fuck me,” she groaned, “the Romans were right.” 
The man blinked in turn. 

“...Unlikely. What about?” 


“No, not the conquerors, not the ones from my era — I mean the 
Christians,” she elaborated. “That whole... thing. Never could stand it, but 
you are, aren’t you? You’re the Devil.” 


“Hah! Nothing so crude. Well, perhaps I am a Devil,” he corrected. 
“But the Devil is an idea, an archetype; and I would not say the Christian 
account of the myth is overly close to the truth as I have experienced it.” He 
raised his finely-pencilled, charcoal-black eyebrows as he glanced up at his 
own forehead. “No horns, as you can see. Ah, well, it is as good an 
explanation as any. But it is, at most, what I am, Princess; not who I am. So 
go on! Tell me! Tell me who I am!” 


“What’s... but that was it,’ she confessed. “The Romans’ Warbringer, 
or the Lord of Misrule — oh, I had other ideas, of course. But what you 
have shown me now precludes all of them. You are the Devil. I thought you 
might be; I was afraid of it. It’s why I’ve never died, you know. I was too 
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afraid there would be something on the other side and I’d find you in charge 
of it.” 


He stared at her, at a loss for words. The god’s eyes were twitching; 
with every moment his demeanour had shifted imperceptibly from the 
genteel confidence of the drinking-partner to a strange desperation which 
she could not understand. 


“Well? Do you?” she prompted. “Run Hell?” 


“That is not important!” he snapped. “My name, Princess! Tell me my 
name)” 


“What’s gotten into you?” she snapped in turn, her tone imperious and 
scolding; the mistress of the house, calling a guest to order. “I’ve had a long 
day, and this little guessing game is getting stale. I know as much about you 
as I ever cared to, now; I thank you for that much, and for drinking with me, 
but it leaves us with little to talk about. If you insist on introductions, then 
go on. Tell me your name. And then go back into your Tree and leave me 
be.” 


“No! You must tell me!” His fist was clenched, squeezing empty air as 
he contained a rage that had his physical frame shaking. “Always, always 
— why must — please! Just tell me my name! It is so simple! Surely that 
girl, that lover of yours, my counterpart, surely she mentioned it. Surely she 
knew me. Oh, think!” 


The god’s anger was seeping into the air itself. Spiderweb-cracks had 
appeared in the clay of the half-empty amphora, and her head was ringing 
— not with the trilling humm of hypnotism, but with a good old-fashioned 
migraine coming on. 


Yet that pain brought clarity. Her ancient mind raced through possible 
responses, dismissing a hundred barbs out of hand, searching for whatever 
would do the quickest job of getting the increasingly erratic deity out of her 
sight — and, at last, it found its quarry. 


“You don’t know, do you?” she whispered. “You’ve forgotten! You’ve 
forgotten your name!” she repeated louder, getting up from the armchair 
and pointing at him like a child, exultant in the realisation. “Am I right? I’m 
right, aren’t I? But why —” 
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“Yes! Yes, of course you’re right,” he admitted with a pained shout, 
sagging in the chair instead of rising to meet her. “I should have known you 
would puzzle it out. You were always far too intelligent, for a primitive. 
And you knew that, didn’t you?” He glared at the Tree, whose leaves were 
rustling despite the lack of wind. An elemental’s chuckle. “You didn’t bring 
me here to help me. I was right the first time, you’re trying to humiliate me 
— for shame!” 


He withdrew his gaze sharply from the magic tree, focusing once again 
on the woman in front of him — then breathed loudly for several long 
seconds, calming himself down. She allowed him that respite before she 
asked again. 


“How did you forget? What happened to you?” 


“Nothing ‘happened’ to me,” he groaned. “Hang it all, I did this to 
myself. It’s —” He sighed again. “That deplorable friend of yours. The 
girl’s father. I trust you remember him?” 


She thought back to the strange, crotchety man in what she had come to 
recognise as 1930s dress, with his moustache, his swordstick, his hollow 
threats. The very definition of ‘a character’; it had been hard to believe that 
he was a being on the same order as the man in black, or even her dizzying, 
unearthly lover. And yet. 


“Yes,” she said. 


“He has some grudge against my... former identity,” the god in black 
explained. “We clashed a number of times. Recently I became concerned 
that he might turn out to be the end of me. Oh, he was weak-willed in 
almost all respects; that is why our superiors have never pursued him as 
they pursue me. He is too soft to act. But I was fast becoming the exception 
to that rule, and there is nothing worse in all the Universe than one of us 
who breaks his vows completely. You probably think I am a mad-man, a 
renegade? Craven and without principles?” 


She gave a silent, slightly awkward nod. There was no denying the 
obvious. 


“Of course you do...” he whispered, and raised a hand in a vague 
gesture of entreaty. “My dear Princess, please understand: there are oaths I 
keep, even now. There are gates I have not opened, slopes down which I 
dare not slide. An Archon unbound is a terrible thing. I could have 
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destroyed the Earth with a word, if I had unleashed myself, do you 
understand? I could have killed you all with a thought. I could do it right 
now. Look.” 


He picked up his wine-goblet again, held it out as though it were an 
object of some interest — and, with the abruptness of a bad editing effect, it 
disappeared. She had seen teleportation often enough on her travels in time 
and space, even disintegration — but this was not either of those things. 
The object had been dematerialised; it had entirely ceased to exist. She 
blinked, tried to focus, but she could find no hint of a hypnotic trance in her 
current frame of mind, no suspicious humming in her ears. 


“But these are things we must not do,” he continued, “not at any usable 
scale. With the slightest error, the slightest imprecision, direct application of 
power on such a scale can have disastrous effects on the fabric of the 
universe, beyond our ability to repair.” 


“TI suppose you mean to tell me,” she said sceptically, “that you were 
really afraid for the fabric of Time and Space, and not for your own life? 
Quite the moral paragon you’ re turning out to be.” 


“T tire of your sarcasm,” he rumbled, and continued. “Suffice it to say 
that I feared him; that I feared what he might become if we crossed paths 
again. So I used my Tree’s psychic field, the rho-wave pulse generator. I 
rigged it so that, as long as he and I were in the same time-zone, whenever 
our paths should cross — I would appear to him and to myself as... 
someone else. A shadow of my true self. Identical in aims and demeanour, 
yet unknowing of my history, and answering only to some alias or other. A 
perfect stranger — one he would oppose on principle, in his feebly heroic 
way, of course, but unlikely to arouse that unfettered wrath which I dreaded. 
After all, there were many of us who fell, after the Revolution; too many to 
keep track.” 


She regarded him at some length. 
At last, she spoke. 


“That’s ridiculous,” she said. ““That — 1s the stupidest thing I have ever 
heard. I mean, really?! I’ve tried very hard to keep my true name a secret in 
this time-zone; those time-agent types get ever so cross. But even I would 
never dream of doing anything so — why would you do that to yourself? 
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Why not just lie, dress up, just trick him? Ever heard of a false beard? Your 
chin needs the help.” 


“My dear, you betray your humanity,” the dark god said with a hollow 
laugh. “Mere seemings cannot deceive our kind. Well, except for the truly 
incompetent, among which I am lucky enough to count a handful of my 
dearest foes... But not that one. He was always a skillful telepath. I could 
not trick him into believing anything which I did not believe myself at that 
time. If I was to hide from my own kind, it had to be so perfect a disguise 
that I forgot who I am.” 


“Even so, of all the reckless...!” She scoffed. “Well, I suppose you 
realise that now.” 


“Quite so,” he said, his tone controlled, but bitter, even mournful. “My 
machines...” 
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“Your Processing Machines,’ 
them. I recall.” 


she agreed, voice equal. “We smashed 


“Indeed,” he sighed. “Even as I left Earth and the Ist century, I realised 
the tremendous error of judgement I had made. The veil I had shrouded 
over my perception lifted; I knew that I was not quite who I had claimed. In 
fact, the disguise, the false history had slipped away like smoke. But my 
true name was beyond my reach. Retrieval error; irresolvable data loss. 
Such were the words which appeared in my head, where my name should 
have been. That is the state in which I came to you; and for a moment I 
dared hope that my Tree had selected this place because you could help me. 
That by some means unknown, you had learned who I am.” 


“Sorry,” she shrugged again, more awkward than apologetic. “No such 
luck.” 


“So it goes,” he replied, and got up from the armchair at last. “Hm. One 
last chance — I did leave myself... a clue, of sorts; or at least, I believe that 
is what it was meant to be. But I fear I can make no sense of it. I don’t 
suppose...” 


Using the same useless, omnipotent trick as before, he closed his 
fingers around thin air and was suddenly holding a little laminated card, 
which he handed to the woman. 


Three words were inscribed in red script on the small, black rectangle. 
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Archaism fetes therewith. 


Her lack of comprehension must have shown on her face for the 
defeated god took it back from her in silent understanding, an almost 
apologetic look on his features. 


“Ah well,” he said, and essayed a little bow. “I didn’t think so. And 
with that, I believe our business is at an end, Princess. Perhaps our paths 
will meet again; perhaps not.” 


He walked confidently back towards his Tree, and knocked elegantly on 
the bark; the glowing doorway reappeared. 


“As for you,” he addressed the elemental as he prepared to walk in, 
tilting his chin up to stare at the black leaves, “I would thank you to take me 
where I mean to go, this time. Perhaps Merast will hold some clue as to my 
past identity, if any place does...” He did not sound overly optimistic. He 
stood there for a moment, uncertain — patted at his pocket — and then 
tossed her dagger back at her. 


“Ah, yes. I almost forgot,” he said. “I believe this 1s yours.” 


She had not lived this long by taking silly risks for the sake of hollow 
posturing. She made no move to catch the blade in mid-air, and simply 
stepped aside, allowing it to embed itself, blade first, into the occasional 
table. From there, she unstuck it, and stuffed it back where it belonged. 


“Thanks,” she said in an uncertain voice. She felt she should say more, 
but didn’t know what; she improvised. “You know...” She paused again, 
but his eyes were on her, serious, expectant, strangely insincere behind the 
satanic posturing. “I can’t condone what you did in the Sacred Wood, all 
those years ago. Perhaps it’s the wine talking. You’ve been civil to me, but 
little more. But for all that... I hope you find your name, God of Mysteries. 
Farewell.” 


“God of Mysteries, eh...” he repeated, tasting the word, and then he 
rubbed at his chin thoughtfully. “Mysteries. Not the name I have been 
seeking; but not a bad one, I admit. Farewell, Princess. Farewell.” 


He had almost closed the impossible door of his sanctum behind him 
when she called out to him again. 


“Oh, one more thing,” the Briton Princess said. 
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“Yes?” 


“Bit of advice... Grow a beard, Santa. You look like a Roman.” 
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SCENE 16 


Well, that was certainly another point in favour of the books having a 
sense of humour, and quite a wicked one at that. 


For a little while now, Maritsa had begun to wonder about her original 
theory that the man in black was really Auteur in disguise. It wasn’t so 
much that she had learned anything more about him since she had first 
developed that hypothesis, nor indeed learned anything more about Auteur; 
in terms of the facts of the case, the pros and cons were the same as they 
had ever been. 


But she and Callum had first come to that wordless conclusion in the 
form of an immediate, pressing fear, a creeping dread that at any moment 
the mysterious third patron might tear off his skin and reveal a grinning 
skull with blazing eyes. The longer he went without revealing “himself”, 
the less likely it seemed, at an emotional level, that he would. It might make 
sense for a wanted criminal like him to keep up a charade for an extended 
period of time, fully intent on leaving the Library again without leaving 
behind any evidence that the Monochrome Auteur had ever returned to the 
Library where he had first materialised, aside from vague suspicions in the 
children’s minds. It might be the /ogical thing to do. 


Yet it was by no means the dramatically appropriate thing to do, and 
from all they’d heard, rules of narrative were the closest thing to a code that 
Auteur possessed. 


Maritsa was a great student of Applied Theology. She understood these 
things. To wit — in the wake of the Cosmic War, it would have been easy to 
think of the Universe as binary; order on one side, the order of the Sun 
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Builders in gestalt — and on the other side, the chaos of their enemies, and 
the old gods, and the Unravel. But just as the defenders of chaos had not 
been all one thing, it would have been a mistake to think of the Archons’ 
order as completely self-coherent. 


Oh, Urizen had dreamed of bootstrap monotheism, he had even, in rare 
moments of self-abnegating admiration for his own designs, dreamt of a 
completely rational universe, one whose laws flowed logically from a few 
base values, a completely material, deterministic world in which even a 
being like himself would have had no place. But he had not worked alone. 
Others had stood with him as he effected the Cosmic Genesis and reshaped 
the raw stuff of the Universe through the power of observation; they had all 
agreed on the plans and the laws in theory, but not all had kept to their word 
in the fateful instant of Creation, and even if they had, even minor 
differences in interpretation from one Founder to the next had cast 
enormous shadows — dark spots, blind-spots in the structure of rationalised 
space-time, where two conflicting visions cancelled themselves out and left 
pockets of unreality to fester. 


Mathematics and geometry had been Urizen’s own vision, the dream of 
an architect, and as the President of that first Supreme Council, that one 
perspective had been central enough in the ritual that it went on to form the 
bedrock of what the mortals of the new world would think of as “order”. 
But there had been rival constructs put to vote before the great day, other 
sets of laws, no less rigid but offering different possibilities and limits — 
and they had lingered at the backs of their creators’ minds, even as they 
submitted in words to Urizen’s way forward. The logic of play, the logic of 
narrative, the logic of faith... Minority views, yes, but they had been 
recorded, buried at the very heart of space-time like a counter-melody to the 
great harmony. 


(Them, and a hundred other irrelevant things, minor impurities in the 
great ritual, recorded forever, frozen in amber, echoing indefinitely down 
the patterns of history. The bloody vampires for a start, but that was an 
extreme example. Half the inhabited universe grew and ate onions, because 
as the great key was turned in the lock, the second proto-god from the left 
had been thinking to himself that the Supreme Being’s breath reeked of the 
things today. Urizen himself, meanwhile, had still been thinking about the 
toe he’d stubbed on the way up the ceremonial stairwell; damn fool things, 
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physical forms, why had they ever gotten involved with the whole daft 
molecular-matter idea? And thus it was that forever after, a surprising 
percentage of species in the universe would have toes, and find it 
inordinately painful to stub them.) 


And once something was possible, even very remotely, then all it took 
was a sufficiently conceited Archon to decide to play by that set of rules 
rather than another, and it all bubbled back up, twisting and coiling to 
mould itself to the expectations of the new observer. Urizen had thought he 
could avoid any such unpleasantness by locking the society of the Archons 
down tight, by enforcing a strict culture of obedience and tradition; he had 
thought he could keep those alternative logics buried forever. That sort of 
reckless optimism was just why he had recently been transformed into a 
jack-in-the-box by one of the oldest advocates of the logic of play — the 
very one whose urge to build destructive toys had been woven into the very 
fabric of the Universe itself, ensuring his immortality. But that was another 
story, only recently recorded by the Bookkeepers. 


The point, in short, was that the rules of narrative, loosely understood, 
were not merely Auteur’s favoured way of interacting with the world; the 
more he called upon them, the more they bound his entire existence. That 
was her understanding. It might make logical sense to stay hidden so long 
with no obvious tells aside from the French — which could have meant 
anything — but it made little dramatic sense, when so many great 
opportunities for a reveal had presented themselves, one after the other. 


So the man in black had to be someone else. 


So who? Clearly he had a secret, or he would have relented and given 
his name by now. Ever since the game, they’d taken to calling him Mikhyl, 
but that was funny precisely because of how wrong it was. She did not think 
that the books would have been so obvious as to give them a story that was 
directly about the man she faced now; indeed she wasn’t sure he was an 
Archon at all, if he was not Auteur. Despite that cold stiffness, there was 
something deeply angry within him; not just the unceasing vastness of an 
Archon but the sense of a bottomless well of dissatisfaction with life, the 
Universe, and everything, a level of bitterness that only a being truly out of 
synch with the way creation ticked might possess. 
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All this she thought to herself as she read the story, and then as she 
listened absently to the others discussing it, resting by the fire and drinking 
a little more water; they were halfway through the second of the three 
bottles. Not great; not terrible. She weighed the benefit of trying for another 
reading. Yes, it felt truer and truer that their best bet was to wait for rescue; 
how foolish it had been, in the end, to think that they, the trapped ones, 
should be the ones to worry about Coloth’s safety. She claimed to love him, 
but could she truly call herself his friend if she could not countenance the 
idea of him taking care of himself, especially with Rich presumably by his 
side? 

But one thing bothered her. 


If Rich and Coloth really were coming to the rescue... 
... what was taking them so long? 


Head full of the logic of fiction, she made up her mind to resume the 
readings. 
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PRESENTS 
A story from the worlds of “Cwej: The Series”, 
introducing a setting from the upcoming novel, “The Lost Fictionaut”’ 
By Erika de Atayde 
In memory of Pedro Marques Sant’anna. 


To Alan Moore, Grant Morrison, Jack Kirby, Joe Simon, Roy Thomas, 
Scott Shaw, and Wally Wood. 


A tall and muscular woman entered the room. She was wearing a set of 
blue military armour with the Union Jack pattern over her torso, her wavy 
blond hair flowing from weird winds bursting from the crackling energy 
vortex in front of her. She beeped her comwrist. 


“Right then, mates. Before we pop into Pseudoverse-613, remember, 
the old bloke over there is dead certain he’s the only one. So don’t get into 
the ol’chinwag, or we’ll be there all day.” 


Behind her, two figures obscured by the light of the vortex nodded. 


“I know the feeling,” scoffed one of them; this one with a thick east- 
side accent. 


“Well, get over yourself, anthros, let’s go!” barked the other in a high- 
pitched voice, then ran and jumped. 


“Blimey, a granddad and a poodle... Just what I needed, innit?” 
“Well!... Ladies first, Captain.” 


The woman laughed and jumped into the portal. 
oe aa 
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His name was Stuart Taylor. For a couple of years, he had managed to 
live a life of anonymity. But nowadays, everyone had heard his name and 
knew the gist of his story. World War II soldier, big sciencey experiment, 
super-serum-vita-rays thing — in short, by the powers of magical comic- 
book liquids, he had become a super soldier, Finisher of Fascists, Nullifier 
of Nazis. Then one fateful night, a Scarlet Skeleton, a weapon of mass 
destruction. A hero put on ice — only to be rescued from suspended 
animation years later. Thus had he turned into the man out of time, the hero 
of the past returned to watch over the future, the Star Sentinel — the one 
and only Captain Yank. 


Now he was approaching Planet Earth, having recently finished a 
mission on the green zone of Mars. Routine stuff — he’d been tasked with 
ending a dispute between a virus-based lifeform and the reptilian war 
species who ruled most of the planet. He planned to rest a few hours before 
returning to aid his fellow heroes, and, for a moment, had good hopes of 
seeing those plans come to fruition — then he noticed something was not 
right. Far from right, actually. 


“What the —” 


He whispered the cut-off oath softly as he rose from the piloting chair. 
Where the Earth should have been were... two Earths — two planets at the 
same time, occupying nearly the same space; one was more to his left and 
the other more to his right, like a poor man’s 3D effect. He sat back, and 
prepared for reentrance. 


Minutes later, he was in New York. 
1920s New York. 


No, hang on, 2020s New York — that was a smart-phone over there. 
But the clothes! No, not all the clothes — but some people — he swerved to 
avoid a horse-drawn cart and felt a motorbike whizzing past, only his 
enhanced reflexes saving him from a dreary fate in both cases. 


A moment later, he realised he needn’t have bothered as a newspaper- 
boy on a tricycle passed straight through him. Were all these temporal 
phantoms ghosts, or was he the spectre, he wondered? 


He shook his head, willing himself to focus — and instead of one 
reality reasserting itself, began to see double across the board. Everyone in 
the street, everyone he could see in the windows — at once wearing clothes 
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from his youth and spanking-new kit from the New 20s. Two worlds a 
century apart were clashing, his past-present and present-present warring 
with one another. 


Well, it wasn’t his first rodeo. Actual time-travel had not often factored 
into his exciting four-colour adventures past the early days, but that was 
what team-ups were for, and indeed this smacked of a major crisis just 
getting started. Taking refuge under the awning of something that was at 
once an old-fashioned drug-store and a hip new coffee place, he picked up 
his communicator from his belt. He didn’t bother to input a specific number 
or name, just pressed the button that would contact all available members of 
the Justicers. 


“Can someone tell me what the hell is going on?!” he yelled once he 
heard the tone — 


— but there was no reply. Not from the Technocrat, not from Zeus, not 
from anyone. Either they all happened to be busy with mind-bending peril 
of their own — or this was worse than he thought. 


He had been a lab assistant in another life, so he decided to see this 
from the perspective of a scientist. Let’s see. People walked right through 
him, and either they were all determined to ignore him, or they couldn’t 
hear him. Clearly he was at no risk of falling through the pavement and 
down to the Earth’s core — but he quickly confirmed that he could pass 
through walls, although the effect of passing through large constructs 
suffering from the superimposed effect was similar to changing size using 
Strang baryons, not an experience he’d ever cared for. 


“Interesting,” he told himself, deciding he may as well speak his 
conclusions aloud if there was no one he could bother by doing so. 
Somehow the boffins all seemed to work through their theories aloud when 
they were pondering important questions; perhaps it would bring him luck 
to do the same. “Appalling, but interesting. It’s like I’m being affected by 
large-scale cosmic radiation like... like the one that zapped the Found 
Family back in the day? No, something different... Something more... 
multiversal?” 


He made a face as the thought asserted itself. He hated multiversal 
threats. He much preferred to punch a nazi than to deal with existentialist 
menaces like the Didn’t-Happener, or, worst of all, the Celestials, those 
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mysterious omnipotences from beyond his multiverse who sometimes broke 
through and tried to alter the threads of fate. Superimposing two time-zones 
like this was a bit crude for their particular style of villainy, but it was the 
closest thing he could think of. 


“Yep, sounds about right,” he confirmed, rolling his eyes. Then he 
added: “Uh-oh. Next question...” 


His eye-roll brought him a glimpse of something he wished he hadn’t 
seen — and his head turned upwards again as he stared. 


“*...what the heck is that thing above me?!” 
ee 


A cyan-magenta flash of light crackled above the hero, and the black 
and gold hues of the energy portal opened. Out from it, a blonde warrior 
leapt down, clad in a suit that looked not unlike his, save that it was themed 
after the British flag instead of the American one. Joining her was a slender, 
werewolf-like figure, clad in nothing but an equally patriotic swimsuit-like 
garment, high heels, bracelets, and, of course, the short white fur that 
covered her entire body. Both landed kneeling on the floor, staring up at the 
star sentinel. 


“Captain, I’m afraid you'll have to come with us,” said the British 
heroine. 


“Have to? What do you mean, have to?“ 


“Ugh! Why are we wasting time asking him? Grab him and go!” barked 
the furry creature. 


“Hang on there, gals!” he protested. “Are you the cause of what the 
heck this is?” 


“You really need to calm down, mate!” she began to threaten him — 
and she would no doubt have continued, had a fist not connected with her 
nose. 


“No one’s takin’ me anywhere before I figure out just what you two 
Brits are up to,” he growled. 


“See, Bethany,” the un-punched teammate said with a gesture, “I don’t 
want to say I told you so, but — you know ! I told you so!” 
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“Stop gloating and fight him, bitch!” said the other woman, massaging 
her nose. 


Stuart had not intended to hit them again unless he had to, but he wasn’t 
about to let these unknown quantities get the first move if they insisted on a 
fight. He aimed for a left hook, just as Bethany readied for a low blow and 
the wolf-woman prepared to bite into him — 


— but the three brawlers were interrupted when a singular triangular 
object plummeted from above, hitting the lampposts and the buildings and 
blocking their attacks in a precise motion, only to finish its mission and 
return to the hands of the one and only... Captain Yank?! 


“At ease, friends,” said the baritone hero as he caught the boomerang. 
“We’re here to save Captain Yank 2020, not to gang up on him.” Stuart 
stared blankly as his booming-voiced duplicate ambled towards him and 
offered him a hand. “OK there, soldier?” 


“IT... ’m sorry... ’'m... Yes, I’m fine.” He stood up and rubbed at his 
head. “Er — listen, I just — look, who are you? What's going on?” 


“T think you know who I am. In a manner of speaking. For sanity’s 
sake, you can call me the Original Captain; everyone does. But we have no 
time for explanations, come with us before the reboot happens.” 


“The what?” 


“We haven’t got time!” yelled Bethany, her wrist apparatus beeping 
ominously. “Reboot surge in 10 seconds, grandad!” 


“Do you trust me?” asked the Original Captain. 


Perhaps the superimposition was manifesting in more ways than one, 
because Stuart could swear he heard another question just behind the words 
the older man had actually said. 

“Do you trust yourself?” 

Stuart nodded. 


The British heroine opened the four-coloured portal closer to them, and 
they stepped in. 
ee 
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He crossed the four-coloured portal with the trio of mismatched heroes, 
and they arrived into a metallic corridor with computers everywhere. A 
brunette Caucasian woman approached, syringe in hand. Her name tag read 
“Hi, my name is Dr. Laura Hayward” in cheerful, if ill-chosen Comic Sans 
— not that Stuart needed the caption. 


“Ah! Original, Jack, Yankee,” she greeted, nodding to them. She turned 
to Stuart. “Now, you must be the latest model.” 


“Laura!” he breathed out, baffled. “Oh, I missed you — ow!” 


He drew back in surprise as, business-like, the woman plunged the 
syringe into his arm without a hint of forewarning. 


“Sorry, you must be confusing me with your Laura,” she said by way of 
apology. “We’re not actually the same person... Aaand done! You’re now 
screened for all possible viruses from your Pseudoverse.” 


“Thanks lov’, good work,” said the British woman. “Say, can the Shield 
be found anywhere in this flat-top? Or the Custodian, maybe?” 


“Flat-top?” said Stuart, though his eyes were still on Laura. 


“You'll have to be more specific than that, Miss Robbie,” said the 
Original Captain, passing through her and strapping his triangular shield 
back onto his back. “There are many Shields; and at least a dozen 
Custodians.” 


“Oy, oldster, I meant Gawain Swift or Zack Bugler, obviously.” She 
removed her blue, military helmet, freeing her blond locks. “Context 
matters.” 


Stuart had fought shapeshifting aliens disguised as world leaders, 
battled his friends and allies in a patchwork planetoid built by an insane 
deity, and yet he had never doubted his senses as keenly as he was doubting 
them now. 


Suddenly, he felt the weight of a warm gloved hand on his shoulder, and 
shook himself free of his trance. 


“Son, could you follow me?” the other Captain addressed him. “I know 
how troubling this can all be, the first time — but I believe a walk will do 
you wonders.” 
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He nodded and followed the figure who walked like a legend. Behind 
him, trying not to look back he left echoes of barking warriors and 
cyberpunk heroines. And always, Laura Hayward. 


Kk 3K 


The corridor was full of open doors, opening into rooms filled with yet 
more bizarre characters. Stuart tried not to stare, focusing on the question 
that really burned within him. 


“Is she... Laura, I mean, Doctor Hayward, is she...” 
“Ah, well, that one is from an /mpossible Tale.” 
“A what?” The older Captain seemed not to notice his confusion. 


“Issue 47, I think it was,” he continued, gaze distant. ““The one where 
Quick-Kid gets your powers in the future. Or something like that. I never 
really understood it.” 


“Oh, sure. That makes sense,” Stuart replied in a hollow voice. 


At the end of the corridor was an elevator. They stepped in. The buttons 
used ideas instead of numbers; unfazed, the square-jawed man began to 
press them with careless dexterity. 


“Does it?” he asked, looking up at his counterpart. 


“Not at all,” Stuart replied, his face reflected in the triangular shield in 
the back of the Original Captain. 


He laughed. “Thought not. Would it help you if I said something about 
alternate timelines? Parallel universes?” 


“A great deal.” 

“You’re a man of science?” 

“Aren't you?” 

“T’m a man of truth.” 

“Tsn’t that the same thing?” 

The Original Captain looked thoughtful for a moment. 


“Nazis had science,” he said at last. “What they didn’t possess was an 
ounce of truth.” 
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Stuart wasn’t entirely sure he had understood, but the elevator had 
stopped, so he decided once again that the best answer was simply to nod. 


“T assume you’re familiar with the Airferry?” said the older man, hand 
hovering over the button that would open the doors. 


“The airborne aircraft carrier, right?” asked Stuart. 


“Yes.” 
“STAR Lt. John Battle's aircraft carrier?” he double-checked. 
“Yes —” the older Captain replied again, then quirked an eyebrow. 


“Wait, Battle’s a lieutenant in your place? Interesting. In most realities, he’s 
a captain. Not mine, mind — he will always be good old Sergeant Battle to 
me, the old nag.” He let out a bark of laughter, throwing his head back, then 
settled himself again. “Well, anyway — guess this won’t be a shock to you, 
then.” 


The elevator’s doors opened at least, allowing the entrance of bright 
sunlight. Stuart followed the backlit silhouette of his counterpart out onto 
the deck of the Airferry — 


— and stared. He had been expecting his familiar modern-day aircraft; 
but here was an impossibly large, nay, downright gargantuan carrier, 
supporting a preposterous assortment of other airborne vehicles of all 
shapes and sizes. There were zeppelins here, and aeroplanes that looked 
more like life-sized toys, in garish red tones or in a weird greyscale. Off in 
the distance, he spotted a couple of things which looked worryingly like the 
Airferry of his own universe, looking even smaller by comparison. 


Stranger yet, the men scurrying around between the ships were not mere 
agents of STAR, but fellow Captain Yanks, with costumes running the 
gamut between that of the Original Captain and the one Stuart Taylor 
himself was wearing right now. A few stood out, like a fully red-white- 
striped man with the pattern of a shield forming his torso, or a kind of 
building caretaker, his gold belt full of tools, with a matching hard-hat and a 
blue jumpsuit. That particular pair happened to be walking in his direction 
— or, rather, in that of the Original. 


“Swift, Bugler,” said the oldest Captain, nodding to each of them. 


“Sir!” said the one in the striped uniform, saluting in full pomp. 
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“Good day t’you, there, fellow heroes!” said the other with a two- 
fingered salute. Stuart spotted the name patch pinned to the breast pocket of 
his jumpsuit, which identified him as the Custodian. 


“At ease, Corporal Gawain.” 


“Ahrite ahready! Whatcha doin takin dis lawn gettin hea Cap’n?!” said 
the Custodian, pointing a screwdriver to Stuart. “Don’ get me wrong, 
immah yuuge fan, yer a liquor fer my sore throat!” 


“I’m sorry, I don’t...” Stuart left his mouth open, voiceless, for a couple 
seconds. “I’m afraid I don’t understand you.” 


“Ah, well, you mustn’t hold it against him,” said the other hero, moving 
in for a handshake. “It’s only that he’s speaking Yorkian. His kind didn’t get 
to speak Unironic-English until the late 80s, poor sods!” 


Stuart accepted the offered hand with bemusement, which the striped 
hero took as an invitation to introduce himself. 


“The Shield,” he said. “The second Shield, technically.” 


“Pleasure to meet you. Sorry, I don’t...” He blinked again. “Is he 
supposed to be talking in a New York accent? Cuz I’m from the ol’Big 
Apple myself, and, uh, no one talks like that.” 


“Shoah we do buddy!” the Custodian cut in. “In comics we do. Oah at 
least we used ta! But tell me, was it da RNAnomalies? Oah was it one a 
yaws fancy supacriminals like da skraws? How did ya die?” 


“How did I what? How did I — I’m not dead” 


“Of course you’re not,” said the Original Captain, clapping him on the 
back. “Not to worry. Ah, c’mon folks, you’re confusing the poor fella. He's 
the latest torchbearer, that’s all.” 


Both non-captain heroes made a bold “Ahhhh” of understanding. 


“Sae no mor!” shouted the Custodian, grabbing a large silver cylinder 
from his belt, and throwing it to the Original Captain. “Wit dis ya two gotta 
getta baser quicka!” 


The cylinder opened itself, branching into impossible new shapes as if 
they had been inside it all along — unfolding into a structure that looked 
conspicuously similar to a bicycle but with crackling cosmic energy where 
the wheels and belt ought to go. Captains hopped on — Original in front, 
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Stuart in the back, acting on instinct. The older man looked back at him, 
and Stuart wondered for a moment if he was about to get an explanation, 
but he simply smiled — and took off. 


KK 3K 


Two men were cutting through the skies, flying on a bicycle. 


“This is... absurd!” Stuart screamed in gleeful exultation. “This is 
ridiculous! I mean, don’t get me wrong, you owe me an explanation and a 
half, but woo-hoooh, I love it!” 


The square-jawed man looked back at him for a second, grinning just as 
madly. 


“First megacyclotron ride, is it?” he asked, voice ostentatiously mad. 
Stuart felt self-conscious all of a sudden, and chose his reply carefully. 


“Yes, well!” he yelled out over the sound of rushing wind. “Well, I 
mean, I’ve seen things like this before, this is like something the Fighting 
Four or Lady June would use, or, or any of the other Olympians, really —” 


The Original turned to him again, still smiling as he raised an eyebrow. 


“Oh, alright!” Stuart laughed “Taking a flying-bike across the Aircraft 
Carrier to god knows where, seeing a full on host of hyper-heroes? That’s 
new. | thought nothing could shock me after being unfrozen from arctic ice, 
but this...!” 


Empty blue skies and the majesty of drifting clouds would have been 
awe-inspiring enough, but the two of them and the giant Airferry were from 
the only shapes dotting the wild blue yonder. All around, they crossed paths 
with incredible birds and even more impossible heroes — most flying on 
their own power, a few on the back of fantastical steeds. Most were foreign 
to him, but he spotted what looked like an archaic version of the Technocrat 
— and was that Brigadier Mira-Koul, of the Usonian Empire, his fallen 
comrade? A few waved at the Captains, but all passed and ignored them in 
the end, as though a pair of Captain Yanks on a cosmic bicycle was Tuesday 
in... this place. 


Oh yes. What with everything, he had forgotten to ask. 
Where exactly am I? 
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Perhaps the world had heard him; after a few circles around the great 
looming shape of the Airferry, they descended from the heavens, and 
swooped down to find the tall skyscrapers of New York City welcoming 
them back to solid ground. Ah, but what New York. This place made the 
temporal superimposition look ordinary — at once he recognised about a 
dozen copies of places he knew, but spotted as many landmarks he’d never 
seen before. Holographic cyberpunk buildings shared the streets with giant, 
somehow cartoony approximations of 1940s office blocks, matte paintings 
in three dimensions; elsewhere an ambitious 1960s designer building, 
looking as resplendent as it must have done in its architect’s imagination, 
leaned for support on a 2020s structure full of glass and steel. 


At first, Stuart thought they were going to land on the roof of one of the 
towers, maybe the Justice House of this place, yet the other Captain ignored 
them all, going all the way down to street level. As they got close, Stuart 
could swear some of the bystanders were made of wood or paper, but once 
he focused his vision, saw that they were as real as he was. 


The Original parked the bicycle, and they hopped off; without further 
ado, the vehicle engulfed itself, like a cosmic snake swallowing its own tail, 
and reduced itself back into the cylinder. The other Captain pocketed it, 
then turned to look at Stuart with a serene smile. 


“Stairs or elevator?” he asked simply. 


“I’d rather go with the stairs,” Stuart answered without missing a beat. 
“Nothing good ever happens to me on elevators.” 


“Figured as much. Well, the top of this building is where we’ll meet the 
main man, and he will clarify everything for you.” 


He should have been overjoyed at finally getting some answers, but as 
he wondered what to say in return, Stuart found only a distant dimmer of 
curiosity left within him. 


“No worries, Captain,” he said, surprised at himself. “I feel... at peace 
here. As long as we can go back to my reality and fix the cosmic event 
that’s destroying it...” 


“Oh, it’s not being destroyed. It’s being retooled, that’s all.” 
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“Uh, right,” said Stuart, making sure to put his right foot first as he 
entered the building. 


“Youll be just fine,” the Original Captain continued, “once they make 
up their minds up there... down there... whatever. You might even feel 
better than before. This was just a convenient time to pick you up 
unnoticed, without disrupting any, you know, any storylines. Nothing 
matters mid-reboot.” 


“If you... say so. Uhm. Who’s the main man, anyway?” 


“You'll see.” The older hero looked to the ground, and his voice took on 
a raspier tone as he added: “Oh, and Stuart... Let’s not talk during the 
climb, OK? Out of respect.” 


“Respect to wh —” he began speaking, then caught himself. He entered, 
and realised at once that the shining building was not full of windows as he 
thought; its walls were made of hundred, thousands of memorial plaques, 
facing inwards. Each bore a different name, in different alphabets and 
languages, accompanied by photos or paintings. The first thing he noted 
was that they were all civilians, no army title in their names, and no fancy 
dress in their pics, no soldiers nor supers. The second thing was that they all 
had not only a date of birth, but a date of death. 


He was curious, but if there was one thing Stuart Taylor was beyond an 
inquisitive mind of a scientist, 1t was a respectful man. 


They were now over 30 floors from the ground, and every inch of the 
building had plaques. On the ground, they were period things, in tribute to 
the recently deceased of the 1940s; now the names and faces were those of 
the 2010s’ dead... A war hero, turned scourge of supervillains, should have 
been familiar with death on massive scales; he could sit around all day 
naming crises where countless civilians had died, by dozens or hundreds or 
millions. And yet, for some reason, this all felt — different. 


Every name felt like a dagger through this heart, pricking his soul. With 
each step, with each plaque, with each pair of eyes long gone, his body felt 
heavier. He finally took a break, looking at his compatriot, who he realised 
was crying, silently. 

Finally, they got to the year 2023, with only thousands of plaques 
between them, and near a double door there was an empty space left for a 
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portrait, with its plaque nameless — only the date of death, October 23rd, 
2023, shining eerily. 


The Original Captain had knelt, panting, a mix of tears and sweat 
falling from his face. Stuart moved to aid him, but he only gestured a 
negative, using his shield for support as he stood up again. With his left 
hand, he wiped some of the moisture from his face, which had looked 
ageless before, and now looked ancient — and then, with his night, opened 
the door for Stuart. 


KK 3K 


Warmth, love, companionship, friends, rain in the street during summer, 
fertile dirt held in one's hand, the purr of a cat and the soft bark of a dog — 
all that had invaded his senses. It took a moment for Stuart to orient himself 
again and realise what he was actually looking at. In front of him was... an 
office, a pentagonal hub whose four other walls held four more doorways, 
each leading into another corridor. 


“Welcome to the Stellar Office, Stuart Taylor,” said the Original 
Captain, pointing to the centre of the room with his triangular shield. “This 
here is King Joe Higgins.” 


For the first time, Stuart seemed to notice the smiling man half-stood 
behind the desk, as if he had just looked up from important work. 


“Hello there, Stuart Taylor,” said the King. “Been expecting you. Sit 
down, will ya? Drink somethin’, I imagine this must be all absurd to you. If 
I were you, I’d be thinking, gosh, ‘What If this is all just a dream? What 
Z[fl'm going insane?’ Well, am I right? Tell me, and I’Il tell ya if you are.” 


“Well, to be perfectly frank, sir, part of me believes this is definitely a 
time-travel ploy by Coschei the Chronal Conqueror, like when he broke the 
Chrono-Condition last decade. Or a universal untangling event, like when 
Briter the Lunatic acquired the six Diamonds of Disharmony.” 


Stuart blinked as he finished his reply. He distinctly felt like several 
words he had just said had been... italicised? What was this? 


The King laughed, his pushed-up-sleeves and no-tie suit shaking with 
his vocal-fry laughter. “You postmodern capers and your gratuitous self- 
references! Gotta love it. Well, really I ought to be flattered. Now, sit 
yourself down, champ, we need to have a real talk.” 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


Both captains sat in armchairs of reasonable comfort, a soda-bottle with 
a red circle in a cursive font spelling Brand manifested in the other 
Captain’s hand, while Stuart’s hand brought water in a beer cup. His 
eyebrows frowned a bit, and he thought about protesting, but decided not to. 


“Do you know who I am?” asked the King. 

Stuart looked at the other Captain, and then back to the King. 
“Well, apparently, you’re the King of this... What’s it called?” 
“What do you think it’s called?” 

After a couple moments of silence, he suggested: ““Yankland?” 


“Ha!” the King laughed. “Yankland... That’s good. Bit daft, bit on the 
nose. But so is Captain Yank, so sure, you can call it Yankland.” 


“OK, but what’s its name, really?” Stuart prompted, feeling rather like 
he was being turned into the butt of a joke he didn’t grasp. “Where am I?” 


“Where you’ve been all your life, kid, if you can call it living,” said the 
King, leaning back in his office chair. “But that’s a question for 
philosophers. How do I explain...? Well, you’re one of those new-fangled 
types. You’ve had multiversal adventures, haven’t you?” 


“Unfortunately, yes.” 


“Ah, good. Good. And you’ve noticed, I suppose, that the 
interdimensional boffins don’t call your world, or the other worlds around 
it, ‘universes’... they call’em pseudoverses. Silly name, that, too, but it gets 
the job done.” 


“What job?” 


“Stuart,” said the King, voice more serious now, “what I need you to 
understand is this: the multiverse is a lie. Oh, there is a real Multiverse, I 
should know. But the neat little cosmic sandwich of numbered realities you 
know about? It’s all this realm, in the end. All just a fraction of this place. 
“Yankland’,” he snickered, “that is, the specific place we’re in right now, is 
part of it too. But not part of the multiverse you know.” 


“And this realm is... what?” 


“T don’t know, really,” the strange man chuckled. He picked up a sheet 
of paper, covered in illegible scrawl, from the desk, then flicked it aside 
lazily. “A mirror, a reflection of the real world — a real Pseudoverse, 
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maybe. A shapeless bubble-dimension, a not-place floating around in the 
Great Black Void... borrowing form and meaning from the drifting thoughts 
of the people of the Universe. Well, that’s my theory.” 


“T don’t... I don’t understand...” 


“When I first got here,” the King continued, “I named it the Cognitive 
Zone. But Jim Sheldrake called it Idea Space, and I reckon Gideon Barrow 
was thinking of this place, too, when writing about Concept Space... I 
wonder about ol’Peter Ling, sometimes, but I think that was a different 
place. Pretty similar, though.” He blinked. “Aw, nuts, I’m losing you.” 


Stuart was staring, mind lost and drifting. 


“If you need a single name,” said the King, “let it be thus: this, Stuart, is 
the Fantastic Realm.” 


Something about these words were so profane to him he felt his bones 
shaking. 


“You mean... You mean I’m not real?” 


“Sure you’re real. You’re just not made out of flesh and bones. Grant 
Gardner is, but the less said about Grant Gardner, the better.” 


“I’m real,” Stuart repeated. “I have a family, and friends, and loved 
ones. I have lost more than you can imagine — I’m not somebody’s 
dream!” 


The King looked up at him with big, sad eyes. “Stuart, you think you 
have all these friends, and you do, but lemme ask you this — I’m sorry, I 
really am — can you give me their names? Do you remember all of these 
adventures? Your period in the Second World War? Fighting the Commies 
after that?” 


“Tl — well —” He blinked rapidly, fighting back tears. There was an 
ache in his head, a tension, a tugging, as if he were pulling on a leash he 
hadn’t known he wore. Finally his racing thoughts found an excuse. “I 
don’t,” he admitted. “But Doctor Haunt said it was the result of trauma 
blocking my memories.” 


“Bullshit,” said the King — 


— and Stuart started. He knew that word. He knew what it meant. He 
felt like he knew every swear-word in the book. 
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Yet he couldn’t remember actually using any of the bad ones, or hearing 
anyone else doing so. Not ever. 


He felt like the older Captain’s hand on his shoulder again. 


“Your backstory,” he said sagely, “your past, is still vague. Ambiguous. 
You have not been fully... developed yet, because you’re a post-modern 
2020s version of me.” 


“What the fuck?” he shouted, whirling round to face his counterpart. 
The harsh curse-word felt both alien and liberating. 


“Me, I fought Hitler,,” the Original Captain recalled. “I don’t mean the 
Reich, I mean I punched the bastard in the face a couple of times even. But 
then... The powers that be decided to frozen me for twenty years.” 


“T said I was sorry,” the King cut in; his voice had the wan resentment 


of a familiar quarrel, long drained of real anger. “That was all Stanley’s 
idea, not mine. If it were up to me, 60s-You would be a clone.” 


“Like the Custodian?” said the Original Captain, with a smirk. 
“Like the Custodian,” said the King, smirking back. 


“Can someone tell me what the hell is going on?” said Stuart, for the 
first time today — but desperate times called for desperate measures. He 
slammed a fist on the desk for emphasis, though he was careful not to 
disturb any of the scattered notes. 


“Kid, don’t shout, will ya?” said Joe, moving a pencil from the air into 
his hand and drawing a cigar into the air. “Does the name Curt Davies 
mean anything to you?” 

He blinked. ““That’s my father.” 

“You’re looking at him.” 

“T thought your name was Joe Higgins.” 

“That’s from Jacob Hymie. You can also call me Dick Lee, Jon Henri, 
Jack Cortez... Hell, call me Teddy if you want. For the past 30 years I’ve 
been going by King.” He pulled the cigar-cartoon and ignited it with the 


pencil “Now, Stuart, kiddo, listen, kay, I’m busy, I gotta make a plaque for 
the new kid in the realm, we weren’t expecting you in the after-story.” 


“Afterstory? Wait... So this is... You’re my father, in the afterlife, and 
I’m not supposed to be here?” 
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“What? No! Aren’t you paying attention? Jeez, what did Simon feed 
you growing up, you’re dumber than Fred Parrish...” He blew little puffs of 
smoke from the cigar, forming scenes to accompany his words. “The thing 
is, look, you’re a character, you see? A damn good one, might I add. I 
prefer the facsimile of the Fighting Yank, but we can’t let everything turn 
into a joke, can we. No, we also have to have true and honest conversations. 
About what we lost. What was taken from us, what those fucking cowards 
took from our people, and the dozen thousand others that they took in our 
name.” 


As he spoke, the smoke warped and reshaped itself, illustrating his 
bitter reminiscences; turning first into a cross, then into a swastika, spinning 
until it resembled a windmill — fragmenting into a many-pointed-star and a 
half-moon. 


“Captain Yank is one of the greatest ideas we’ve ever had. God. Stanley 
and me, we did the Technocrat thinking of helpful millionaires. Have you 
seen the state of the world I left behind? Well, alright, you haven’t,” he 
muttered with an eye-roll. “Sorry. But your world reflects it well enough. 
Nowadays... Millionaires are a joke, and billionaires eat the planet! Greg 
Gravitas was supposed to inspire young boys to become scientists...” 


The smoke-clouds melded together into a rocket ship, flinging boldly 
from a sphere — then the tableau melted and warped, the planet becoming a 
rotting skull, vomiting a snake forth from its jaw. 


“Nowadays,” the King continued, “kids worship Jack Ketch and are 
inspired by the Executor... They chose the hero that kills, Stuart. And you 
know what happened?” 


The skull-vomiting snake-cloud puked out more body for the snake, 
elongating it, until it coiled back to form a noose around the neck of the 
very ghoul that had spewed it forth — slowly tightening. 


“The children are dead, that’s what happened.” 


Joe puffed on his cigar for a while. The dreadful images dissipated, 
slowly, into a fine mist. Far too late, it occurred to Stuart to complain about 
him smoking indoors — but, a second later, almost blushed. This wasn’t the 
kind of smoke that stained the lungs; his weren’t the kind of lungs that 
stained. 


They lingered, the three of them, in the silence, until Joe spoke again. 
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“And I wouldn’t trust Doctor Haunt with your mental health, by the 
way. The guy’s not one of mine — he was one of John Kodti’s. You two 
plain just don’t think the same, so how could he help you? Hah. Poor old 
John — poor old sod. Too much objectivism, not enough objectives, if you 
ask me... but I do wish we hadn’t — that we’d been more — oh, well. Old 
ghosts. Another story.” There was something sad in the King’s eyes now, 
wistful; perhaps even a hint of guilt. 


“Another creator?” Stuart asked slowly, once he realised the King had 
finished for now. “So you’re not the only god?” 


“God? Fer cryin’ out loud, I’m not a god. I make gods, sometimes, 
pretend-gods, but — I’m a watchamacallit, a dude who makes stuff up on 
the spot. A schmuck who doesn't tell lies, he sells “em!” 


“An artist...” said the Original Captain, drinking his brand free soda, 
“And you made me one as well. But not Stuart — Stuart here was a fun 
time-displaced scientist sort, wasn’t he?” 


“You didn't start as an artist, you ghoulish ghost, you were a galvanising 
golem, a trooper for truth... Liberty Sentry! Bah! Never liked alliterations, 
that's the other guy department. Funny how he never entered the Fantastic 
Realm, in life nor death.” 


The mist turned into a semi-transparent clock with a ghostly cuckoo 
warning it was time for something. 


“Oh, now would you look at that!” said the King, standing up. “Would 
you two mind if I talked with the kid before finishing here?” 


“No we don’t,” the Original said, speaking for the both of them. “Go 
ahead, King, we’ll wait.” He pointed his glass bottle to one of the five 
doors. 

“Who’s the other kid? Fellow hero? Another Captain Yank?” asked 
Stuart. 

“In a way... His universe wasn’t keen on superheroes. There, the good 
die at random. A pub wizard I met in said wizard’s dreams once described 
their realm as Earth- 73 , close to the final Earth of nihilistic endeavour, but 
far, far away from our utopian Platonic pseudoverses inside the fractals of 
the Fantastic Realm...” 


“You lost me.” 
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“In all but name, he’s a real kid, from a real place.” 
“And how did he get here on his own?” 


The King returned, and a 29-year-old human followed him into the 
room. The human, an old boy or a young man, his epidermis aggressively 
atomic and molecular, a thousand hair follicles mocking Stuart Taylor’s 
perfect hand-drawn skin in their beautiful imperfections. He had thought the 
Original Captain looked unreal compared to him, but this... His hair, rather 
than a cartoonishly beautiful mane, was rather a more handcrafted 
endeavour, a human being trying their best to express their soul through 
culture and voice, which took the form of short, emocore bangs. He was tall 
and slender, wearing a pair of torn jeans, expensive sneakers, chains over 
his neck and wrists, and almost as many tattoos over his skin, as though he 
were trying to invite the world of drawings and cartoons into himself. There 
were piercings in his nose, ears, and mouth. And his heart. He smiled 
towards the heroes, and nodded, looking to the King, as he ignited a black 
cigarette with a knockoff zippo. 


“Nice,” he said. 


His words were not contained by narrative, readable speech bubbles; 
they passed through Stuart’s body in waves. Even the voice of the King had 
not been so... physical. The eyes of the being were weirdly fractal, with 
thousands of prismatic shades of the same colour instead of a single dot 
behind a domino mask. 


“Who... who are you...” Stuart managed to say, standing up, astonished 
to see a higher-dimensional being. 


“Pedro Marques Sant’anna,” he introduced himself, and nodded 
towards the original Captain, cigarette still in his the mouth, locked in his 
lower lip by some magical electricity that tied down the material plane. “Is 
that the OG one? His uniform is all weird...” 


“He’s a legally distinct off-brand original one.” said the creator-King. 
“And you?” the being asked of Stuart. “Who are you supposed to be?” 


“I’m Stuart Taylor,” he said. “I am the Star Sentinel, a Hero Outside 
Time, known as Captain Yank!” 


The being laughed — a joyful and boastful laugh, like the laughter you 
shared with a good friend, after a joke repeated so many times it had 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


become more than a meme, more than an inside joke — a boastful moment 
of love, echoing into eternity in unforgettable moments. 


Recovering from this, the being looked at Stuart. When he spoke, his 
voice a little raspy from laughing for a long time, and his eyes were still 
wet. 


“T’m, hah, I’m more of a Captain America fan. But thanks for trying.” 


“Well, the plaque is done boy, and we got a picture of ya, now get the 
hell out of here, move on to your after-life or whatever you'll do.” 


“T think ’'m gonna visit some Gods,” he said, and jolted the cigarette 
out. “Starting with Olympus.” 


The being moved upwards and sideways, as if stepping outside the 
dimensions of this reality, and he was gone, off to distant adventures of his 
own. 


* KOK 


After that, only silence remained inside the office. 


Silence, occasionally interrupted by Ragnagods, Neo-Gods, Celestials 
and other entities entering the room and demanding the attention of the 
King. That was his life here, his duty in this place. Each brought their 
offerings to call upon a boon. 


The Ragnagods, Entangler of Evil, offered a hypostatic simulacrystral 
of reality, stolen from a future-past where reality itself was shaped as a 
snowflake. 


The Celestials, Archons of the Morning Star, spoke of conceptual 
chronologies in which the King was never betrayed, had never perpetrated 
betrayal himself; they sang of lands vast, in which his legacy was peace and 
love and honour and kindness. 


VonMasokh, Emissary of Tortur and Neo-God of Pain, donated 
honorific titles of war, and the excruciating suffering of the one betrayer, 
and the retroactive surrender of gravediggers. 


Finally, a mortal magician, named Oliver Haddo, promised the secret 
ways to chain one of the Perpetual Siblinghood in exchange for eternal life. 


Each one the King heard, the promises passing further and further 
beyond Stuart’s understanding with each new supplicant. Yet none were 
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deemed worthy even of a full reply — not even when VonMasorr cursed 
and threatened, not even when the Celestials protested their own, self- 
asserted reality. He merely grunted something to them and stamped their 
proposals, granting them pseudoverses, but no bridge from here to there. 


“It’s almost night,” said the original Captain, removing his cowl-mask 
and revealing the whole of his statuesque beauty. 


“T suppose it is...” said the King, a little tired, a little disgruntled with 
the whole ordeal. “You coming with us boy?” 

Stuart rose quickly and said a little louder than he expected “Yes, yes I 
am!” 
“Say kid, you a gentile? I don’t remember giving you a religion.” 
“T think I’m a Christian, sir.” 
“Go figure... “ 


“Something about socio-structures?” asked the Original Captain, with a 
cup of coffe in his hand, sipping as they walked. 


“Sure sure. Or maybe people just assume they can say your fucking 
character is a fucking Christian seventy fucking years after you made‘im, 
just cuz. Say, kid. Today you’re not. You began this journey as a golem, and 
that’s good enough for me.” 


“Wait, I’m a golem? I thought I was a character.” 


“Oy vey... You’re an idea! Golem, idea, art, fiction, characters... It’s 
the same thing, you...” 


“We’re here,” the other Captain said calmly, pointing with his cup to a 
door with an N carved in it. 


“Alright, alright,” said the King, opening the door and revealing a cosy 
East Side New York apartment room, with a pile of books, magazines open 
with holes in them, scissors and glue everywhere, and a wooden drawing 
table opposite to a window. Between the table and the snowing visage at the 
window was a menorah. 


“Has it really been a year?” the King asked no one in particular. 


“T believe it has been much more than a year. Possibly 27 years, I would 
say,” said the Captain. 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


Removing his shield, he left it on top of a pile of questionable books 
about aliens and their chariots. 


“What’s happening?” asked Stuart, more confused by this than anything 
else in his entire fictional existence. 


“This is how we respond to those who demand our psychosurrender. 
Those who punch down on us until we forget.” The King grabbed a box of 
candles, half empty, and began distributing them in the candleholder in a 
specific motion and pattern. “This is how we tell them No.” 


“By lighting candles for those who we have lost?” 


“By remembering those we still have, and those who will come. That’s 
why we don’t give up, kiddo. Cuz we were graced by people who didn’t 
give up before us, so that we could be freer, and they were, and we do the 
same, so our future brethren can be a little more free than we are.” 


“T think I’m starting to understand.” 


“Of course you are, Stuart Taylor. You’re a smart kid. Travelled through 
time, beat Medusa and punched Hitler — even that knock-off Prussian 
Hitler I made up in the late 30s!” 


“We don’t just mourn the lost,” said Captain Yank. “We celebrate the 
found.” 


“We celebrate the life that’s within and with us,” said the Original 
Captain. 

“We exist because others choose to resist,” said the King, “and we 
celebrate their resistance within our existence.” 


They each ignited a candle with the shamash, in order, until they had 
ignited five of them. 


There they stood, in silence, for a couple more minutes, enjoying the 
spectacle of the lights. 
cee 


Joe Higgins was bent over his table, scribbling, sketching. He’d just had 
another idea. A new character, a bit like that fellow from the Cleveland 
Boys. Why not? Ah, but this one’s name wouldn’t say ‘man’ after the 
‘super’, or anything of the kind... No, what he needed was something 
shorter, snappier — something along the lines of simply “Super” or 
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“Superior” or “Sotero”... “Supreme”? No, that sounded rubbish. Who 
would he be? A foreigner — a Plutonian, say — yet a good samaritan, as 
selfless as the most utopian saint, a modern cross between Horus and 
Apollo. The ultimate man, an absolute invincible wonder man, a... 


“Thunderman?” he whispered to himself — then made a face and 
laughed off the idea. What was he doing? He wasn’t a man to follow trends 
— dammit, he made them. 


And he smiled, and bent down again, and kept drawing these incredible 
gods and their uncanny tales. For that was a happy ending. 
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SCENE 17 


Maritsa was disappointed as he finished the reading. A tale of the 
Fantastic Realm — her fault for being distracted. Superheroes were neither 
here nor there, and there was a heavy feeling in the air as the Refugees of 
the Reading Room digested the end of the tale, a grave, almost embarrassed 
sense that they had intruded on someone else’s grief, and beyond. These 
were things that had really happened. Even Sister Claret looked thoughtful. 


“You don’t suppose,” Callum said after a while, “that Coloth actually is 
stuck in the Fantastic Realm?” 


“Don’t be ridiculous, boy,” said the Professor. “One doesn’t simply 
stumble into a realm of fiction itself by mistake while looking for 
something e/se. If he had been looking for the Land of Panto, or the Land of 
F — but no, if he’s looking for the Library, I cannot imagine that one of 
your Birdhemoths would land in the wrong place.” 


“Or else he’d have to be very distracted,” Sister Claret quipped. 
ok ok 


Crieff was ablaze. The dark grey clouds which had hung over the 
strange, modern streets were now dyed gold and crimson by the flames. 
Coloth had never seen such an inferno; only heard apocalyptic tales of great 
forest fires, on that old planet of Ulk, and of Master Roland’s terrible deeds 
in the Library, where a truly uncontrolled fire might as well have been the 
End Times, and for good reason. Here too the atmosphere had something of 
the apocalyptic, a state of affair not helped in the least by the masked figure 
ordering droves of horned creatures to and fro, spurring them to battle. All 
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around, civilians were panicking — abandoning their houses and fighting 
over vehicles. 


Doctor Know was calm as he walked towards the figure who stood on 
the doorstep of the M.F.S. office. What little of their skin could be seen, 
Coloth noticed from his tense position right behind the Doctor, was the 
vivid blue he’d seen on many humanoids; though he had had it explained to 
him that there were important differences between blue humanoids, Blue 
Humanoids, humanoid species with blue skin, blumans, and humans who 
just so happened to be blue. He hadn’t understood what the differences 
were, mind you, but he did know they existed. He dimly recalled that the 
eyes might be significant, but the blank, golden mask worn by the attacker 
gave him no leave to examine those, even if he had remembered the details. 


“Why,” he asked simply, “do you want him?” 


“Seek,” the masked figure repeated. “Seek Coloth and destroy him. He's 
in here somewhere, I can feel him!” 


“Hello? I’m talking to you,” said the sorcerer, and waved a hand in 
front of the intruder’s face. For a moment Coloth wondered if it was some 
sort of mystical hand gesture, but apparently not, as he simply continued. 
“Who are you, anyway?” 


“You,” the figure said, turning to him. “You are protecting him. Leave.” 
Doctor Know rolled his eyes, and looked over his shoulder. 


“Tetra!” he called out. “Get to safety. I’ll try to draw these people away 
from Coloth and the city, but I’Il need you to locally reverse time to cancel 
the damage from the fire. Big job, I know, but I'll get it written down as 
paid overtime, I promise. And if you don’t, the damage to the status quo 
could be —” 


“T’m on it,” the Cyclock said with a military salute. 


Before Coloth could react, they reached into thin air, opened an 
invisible door that was nothing so crude as a portal to another dimension, 
and disappeared into it; a moment later, so did the other employees who’d 
kept taking calls at their desks through all of these, and were obviously not 
too proud to take an escape route when they saw one. 


“Now,” said the Doctor, looking back at the figure in the golden mask, 
whose red robes were billowing in the hot air coming in from the fire, “by 
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the authority vested in me by the Great Higher-Ups, Queen Ozma, and my 
status as dimensional authority of Knowheresville, I charge you to 
identify yourself, or else leave this place.” 


“Then I shall choose introductions,” the figure said with an incredibly 
graceful bow, the first evidence Coloth could see that they were not 
simply a highly sophisticated android. “You may address me as the 
Deadline.” 


“T think if it’s all the same to you,” Doctor Know said, “I'll just 
address you a little curse of my own making!” 


And even as he spoke, he pointed a finger at the robed intruder — the 
Deadline — but before the bolt of purple light, looking strangely like a 
slightly-off 1980s special effect in a music video, could fulfil its purpose, 
the crimson outline of the Deadline vanished, blurring and reappearing 
behind the Doctor’s back — right in front of Coloth. 


“Missed me,” said the Deadline. 


The purple beam hit one of the gaunt, furry creatures, which released 
a hoarse, baffled squeal as its animalistic bulk shrank down into a kitten- 
sized version of itself. 


“Oh, dear,” they said with mock chagrin, “now look what you’ve done 
with my Wylderbeast. What ever shall I do with just 499 instead of 500?” 


Then a blue hand, its sharp nails painted a dark crimson to match their 
cloak, reached out at the frozen Coloth and into his chest, easily piercing 
the soft cactus-flesh. Not painful, or even truly harmful, which was why 
no reflex had jumped in at the last second to get him to turn away; besides 
which, few soft-skinned humans dared to lay a finger on him in this form. 
It was why he had settled on a cactus, when he’d first played around with 
the possibilities of a holographic projector; somewhere out there in the 
Omniverse must be Coloths who had become pumpkin-boys or tree-boys, 
but the spines suited his confused wish, even now, for a warrior’s 
strength, a warrior’s toughness. 


But the Deadline had not struck out randomly; Coloth felt his grip on 
the projected cactus-flesh fading away as the mysterious attacker’s hand 
closed around his heart, his drive, the only real part of him — and pulled 
the emerald data-cube out of him, holding it up victoriously. 
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“Got you.” 


They had their back turned to Doctor Know, now, and the sorcerer tried 
to seize his chance, swiping at the Deadline’s ankles to knock them to the 
ground — 


— but the figure in red blurred again with the same incredible speed 
and reappeared on the other side of him, halfway out the door, Coloth’s 
cube now tucked under their left arm as they used their third to give the 
Doctor a mocking, two-fingered salute. 


“Missed me again, Doctor,” they said. “Better luck next time!” 


Whispering a mystical incantation as quickly as he could — ah, for the 
simple two-worded magic of childhood fiction, but in this world at least, 
there was little you could do with a simple Abra Cadabra or Hocus Pocus 
— Doctor Know tried to send a magical rope after the abductor, but the 
fiend was already gone, and in their place, two of the shaggy, bipedal 
Wylderbeasts appeared in the doorway to prevent pursuit. 


The summoned rope coiled itself around one of the hunched creatures’ 
bull-like horns, then against the other, trying to tie them together — clever 
little thing — but with a shared grunt, the demonic beasts tore their heads 
apart from one another, snapping the rope in two. Their sulphurous eyes 
glared down at Doctor Know; the identical hench-creatures were a full head 
taller than he was. 


Doctor Know sighed, cast a melancholy look at the empty call centre at 
his back, and cracked his knuckles, the last man standing. 


“Must these things always end in violence?” 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


THE CATHEDRAL OF WINTER 


A “The Castaways of Ishiok” story 
By Ostara Gale 


Katioka, Abraytha Janus Colefia’s specially-crafted Void Ship, was 
hurtling through the Hollow — his favoured term for one of the many 
chasms between dimensions. All the while, its pilot was turning switches 
and knobs, altering settings on the extra-cerebral interfaces covering the 
walls. Just a few minutes ago, part of the exterior of the Ship had collided 
with some kind of rupture in the underlying fabric of the Hollow, which, 
according to the reports blaring out all over the interfaces, had been caused 
by some kind of concurrent “crisis in the nature of Christmas itself”, 
whatever that meant. Whatever the case, it was becoming increasingly 
obvious that some vital component of Katioka had been rendered 
inoperable in the onslaught. Abraytha prayed it wasn’t one of the parts he’d 
directly stolen from the Dead Weathermen, or, Heaven forbid, salvaged 
from the corpse of a Greater Time Elemental. But before there could be any 
question of replacing the damaged part, he’d need to attempt a rather abrupt 
sort of strategic landing. 


A hundred floors away, the heart of Katioka was slowly bleeding out, 
staining the floor with raw saeculions — an exotic time particle found only 
in the Harpsmasher’s Manger and related realities. With every drop, the 
Ship died a little more, and the chances of once again reaching the Hollow, 
not to mention the true Void Between Worlds, was ever-diminishing. 


* ok 3K 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


Today, on one particular drop in the sea of alternity, was the Solstice. 
Every inch of ground was covered in a thin layer of soft white snow, 
coating the usual mix of greens and browns. 


Xiantio was used to these natural sights. They were a young winterian, 
with a pair of feline ears sticking up atop their head instead of the usual 
rounded ones at the side — and they had lived all their life in these woods, 
which surrounded the Archons’ citadel. For as long as Xiantio could 
remember, cold wonders had loomed in the distance, cutting a jagged shape 
over the blue-green trees. And yet, this was the first time such things 
intruded upon their life — for, all at once, the air in the tundra forests 
shuddered, and a colossal boat surged into view. 


The ship was unlike anything Xiantio had seen, though its dysfunctional 
philosophy of design would have been oddly familiar to any Earthling well- 
versed in the steampunk movement of the early 21st century. Its huge shape 
blocked out the view of the distant Cathedral, which was fine by Xiantio, 
who had never been much for the Archons of Winter’s method of 
governance. 


The ship’s oddity, however, was nothing compared to the helmsman — 
a short, satyr-like almost demonic-looking with ram-horns extruding from 
his head. He might have been menacing, if he had not been wearing a red 
and dark blue chequered jacket which clashed unpleasantly with his pair of 
beige trousers, not to mention the simply outrageous yellow belt which did 
its best to tie the look together. Xiantio, mindful of their ear, was not one to 
judge, but the unlikelihood of the whole was certainly testing them. 


a 


Stepping out of his ship — which he had landed, not crashed, thank you 
very much — Abraytha noticed an odd-looking humanoid with cat-like 
auricles extruding from their head. He frantically climbed down the ladder 
bridging the gap between Katioka and the outside world, jumping the last 
few rungs. Turning around, he extended a welcoming hand to the alien. 


“Ah, hello, young... lady?... ah, good afternoon or whatever it is, how 
are you doing,” he said brusquely, and then bowed. The intonation was 
slightly off; 1t didn’t sound like a question. “Ahem, who do I have the 
pleasure...?” he added, and that seemed to call for an answer. 
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Taken quite aback, a quizzical look made its way across the alien’s face, 
until they decided to play along and see what this traveller was and if they 
could have any fun with them: 


“I — [Tm Xuiantio, Apprentice of Winter under the Archon 
Ruthquigwalle.” 


“Apprentice of what? Of Winter?” An expression of intense 
bewilderment passed over Abraytha’s faintly goat-like face. ““What did you 
— Quick-waggle? Who-what-huhhm?” 


Xiantio was similarly dumbfounded by this stranger’s lack of cultural 
awareness — surely any off-worlder capable of reaching Evestaar would 
have researched its culture? Nevertheless, they decided to be understanding, 
and began to explain. 


“This is Evestaar. From here the Archons of Winter govern the 
dimension of winter throughout the Universe, hiding within their Cathedral 
of Winter.” 


“Dimension of winter?” 
“Well, you see, five principles were laid down in the Great Days of —” 


Xiantio’s elaboration had done naught but increase Abraytha’s 
confusion; he held up a hand to prevent further ‘explanations’, and instead 
summarised his own predicament. 


“You seem like fun,” Xiantio said with a glance up at Abraytha’s horns, 
once he had heard the short and woeful tale. “And we do receive our fair 
amount of extra-universal visitors, it's not uncalled for... Alright, how do 
you think we could save this ship of yours?” 


Abraytha’s face lit up in clear glee, and his wings flapped about slightly, 
causing a nearby branch to drop its inventory of snow all over the pair, who 
subsequently laughed, softly. 


Once he’d finished brushing most of the snow off himself, Abraytha 
began. 


“My ship, Katioka,” Abraytha began, having brushed most of the snow 
off himself, “isn’t able to start by itself, so I would need some artefact from 
this world which is capable of dimensional travel — or the permission from 
whoever’s in charge in this patch of reality — Creator, Supreme Being, 
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Guardian, what-have-you — to tune into its fine structure, if that’s any 
easier — Katioka should still be able manage such a simple manoeuvre.” 


Xiantio looked like they were mulling over the matter, and then, quite 
unexpectedly, asked Abraytha if he’d like to rest in their cottage, keep warm 
from the cold and all that, whilst they figured out what to do. He happily 
obliged, and Xiantio led the way through the forest — Abraytha had 
quickly climbed back up his ladder to lock the door of his ship, before 
gliding down after Xiantio. 


“So, dimension-boy, you never told me your name,” said Xiantio, as 
they walked. 


“Oh! I’m so sorry, ’m Abraytha Janus Colefia.” 


He had said the name Colefia with a particular emphasis, prompting 
Xiantio to raise an eyebrow and perk up an ear. 


“Oh yes,” Abraytha elaborated, mistaking Xiantio’s inquisitiveness for 
recognition. “I am the son of Yophese Colefia.” Xiantio blinked, and 
Abraytha began to catch on. “Surely you know of her? The great time- 
explorer? And academic!” 


“Nope, sorry,” Xiantio admitted. “I’ve never even heard of anybody 
called Yosephine.’” 


“Yophese Colefia,” Abraytha corrected, “bore witness to the second 
expulsion of our home, the Gieakraal, from the Bellbreaker’s Cradle, and 
she popularised her own edition of The Cosmography of the Bellbreaker'’s 
Cradle and Related Worlds Thereof — that is why it is often referred to as 
simply Yophese s Cosmography.” 

Some part of Abraytha had obviously expected all this to impress 
Xiantio, even without prior context. Unfortunately, it did not, but they 
decided to nod politely. 


“Mmm...’kay.” They became keenly aware of how unconvincing their 
stab at enthusiasm had seemed, and hurried to change the subject. “So... the 
Bellbreaker’s Cradle, what’s that?” 


“Oh, it’s the Dead Weathermen’s designation,” he replied off-handedly, 
“for the reality of the, ahm — you know, them. The Grigori?” Seeing 
Xiantio’s look of confusion, Abraytha continued - “Oh, you wouldn’t know 
who they were, would you? Ah, well, they Mapped our part of the Universe 
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out of it all during their early history — our gods had to bail us out, toss us 
into a parallel universe, where we remained until... Really, this is the most 
appalling — have you really heard none of this? This lack of context 1s 
completely throwing off — oh, fiddlesticks.” Abraytha searched for a 
socially-accepted question, and beamed childishly when he finally thought 
of one. “What’s your favourite book?” 


Xiantio smiled, finally on familiar ground. 


“Hmm, difficult question. Probably Of the City of the Saved..., or 
maybe The Strange Aeon Whence Death Did Die. What about — oh, we’re 
here.” 


Xiantio opened the door to their cottage, leading Abraytha in behind 
her. They went on into the kitchen, leading Abraytha a bit bewildered on 
what to do next. 


“Oh, just wait in there, sit yourself down, Ill bring out some 
refreshments — do you like tea?” 


“Why do you as — oh, you want to give me some! Right, right. Ahem 
— that is —” Abraytha had to think for a while, not quite prepared for the 
level of compassion Xiantio was giving him. “Yes, please. No milk.” 


After a short while, during which Abraytha examined various paintings 
hung all over the wall, Xiantio returned with the teas, and some surprise 
cake. 


“Oh, thank you.” 


“Not a problem, my dear —” They weren't entirely sure where that had 
come from, and felt their cheeks getting warmer. 


Abraytha politely ignored the winterian’s red face, and took his mug 
from her. As Xiantio sat down, Abraytha took a fork to the cake. 


“T say!” the little man marvelled. “Stuff me in an oven and call me a 
crumpet, but this is delicious!” 


Xiantio beamed; they’d baked it themself that morning. They went on 
to talk about many things, involving both their respective traditions 
involving what Xiantio simply called “the Solstice”, but which Abraytha 
referred to as the “Winter Solstice”. In the vast majority of universes he’d 
travelled to, after all, it was not always Winter — a fact which shocked and 
confused Xiantio; much of their talk, past that point, concerned how one 
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was meant to live without snow; where did the water come from, if not 
melted snow? From the river. But how did you — ? Oh, from a river that 
was not frozen over; what a thought. And what purpose did fires have 
during this “sum-murr’? Ahm, not much, really. And how, and why, and 
what... 


Throughout it all, however, they found the time for brief asides in 
which to discuss the, by all accounts, rather more pressing matter of 
possible methods of gaining an official grant to leave the universe. They’d 
brushed aside the possibility of acquiring standard cross-universal 
technology quite early on; Xiantio’s people didn’t seem to use it, despite 
being visited on occasion. Partaking in multiversal travel simply didn’t 
seem to be something which interested them — which confused Abraytha 
as much as a world without snow confused Xiantio. 


Xiantio had gone into some detail about how the legendary Satteurn had 
sent an army of shambling Ministers of the Cold to seize the Key to Winter 
from the Guardian of Light in the Winter Months, and the Guardian of 
Darkness and Mayhem, who had held it “since time immemorial” — 
whatever that meant. Sattuen, the Papal Frost, had then melted this Key to 
Winter down in his cauldron, producing the many Artefacts of Satteurn, 
including, most importantly at the moment, the Belt of Satteurn. If rumour 
and myth were to be believed, it was this Belt which still held within itself 
the Authority of the Guardians — for all that their conqueror, Sateurn, had 
long since passed away, handing his Artefacts and their implied authority 
down through an anonymous line of figureheads. 


By this time they had gone through around 3 cups of tea, and four slices 
of cake. 


“So, to surmise,” Abraytha began, “we need to break into the Cathedral, 
find this Belt, and flee back to Katioka?” 


“,.. Yes,” confirmed Xiantio. 


It dawned on Abraytha that he hadn’t mentioned Xiantio leaving and 
returning to the cottage; he didn’t correct this, not wanting to confirm either 
way whether they planned to stay or not. 


“How, exactly, are we planning on breaking into said Cathedral?” 
queried Abraytha. 
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“Oh, that's simple. We just dress up as Snowmen and walk right in! P’ve 
got a pair of adhesive coats, cover them with snow... The Cathedral’s guard 
is always admitting Snowmen, they’re apparently some part of the pact set 
down between Satteurn and the Guardians, or something... Point is, 
Snowmen can get in hey-presto!” 


Abraytha stared for a moment. 


“Xi, your world is weird. Really, really god-damn weird. You know 
that, don’t you?” 


Xiantio just looked amused. “Right! Let's get these costumes ready!” 


Whilst Xiantio rummaged in the closets for their two adhesive coats, 
Abraytha shovelled the snow outside into a large pile. 


“Hey-oo!” shouted Xiantio, causing Abraytha to drop his shovel of 
snow and fall over into it in surprise. 


“Wa —” He started to get back up, “Ah, hello!” 


Xiantio helped him up the rest of the way, handing him a coat; they 
both began covering them in snow. After around half an hour, they had 
completed their snow-fits, and put them on with considerable trepidation. 

ok ok 


Deep within the Cathedral of Winter, the Archons were analysing the 
tundral patterns of the universe, evaluating new ways in which they could 
exploit Creation — ready for Fimblewinter, which their soothsayers had 
warned was on the horizon. 


The Ephemeral Representation for Satteurn and his Will, more 
commonly known as simply Their Ephemeral Representation, was, in fact, 
busy devising a scheme to rid his world of the “filthy” Jack Frosts and 
Snowmen, purporting that their coexistence on Evestaar was antithetical to 
the supreme dominion over the Wintry. It was to this end that the standing 
Lieutenant of Their Ephemeral Representation was on his way down to the 
entry-hall of the Cathedral, the Snow-ridden Anteroom, to inform the 
guards that they should no longer admit Snowmen, tradition be damned! 


* ok 3K 


Huddling close together, purportedly for warmth against the snow they 
were wearing, Abraytha and Xiantio headed towards the Cathedral. Passing 
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a great tree — a willow, it seemed — they encountered a Jack Frost. 


“Hello!” shouted Xiantio through the snowstorm which was steadily 
increasing in intensity. 


The Frost stared back at them for a while, before replying: “You headed 
for the Towers of Satteurn?” 


“Indeed!” shouted back Abraytha, presuming that to be another name 
for the Cathedral of Winter, once presided over by Satteurn. 


“T hear Their Ephemeral Representation is —” the Frost was interrupted 
by a sudden blizzard, cutting between the two parties. 


“What?” shouted both Abraytha and Xiantio. 


After a few seconds, the haze of flurrying snow seemed to waver, and 
they again glimpsed the lithe figure of the frosty humanoid — he had 
cupped his hands around his mouth, and tried again to shout his warning, 
but another gust of wind blew in. 


! 99 


“Old chap, we can’t hear y—...!... Abraytha shouted uselessly into 
the whirlwind of snow and ice, but he could barely hear himself, and 
understood at once that the Jack had no meaningful chance of doing so 
under the circumstances. He looked at Xiantio. “You. You have good ears, 
don’t you? Do you know what he —” 


“My ears are half-frozen and full of snow!” the winterian complained. 
“But [Il tell you what I do know — staying in this blizzard would do more 
harm than good. Come along.” 


With a sharp nod from Abraytha, the pair pressed on towards the 
Cathedral. 


Kk 3K 


The Head Guard passed on the Lieutenant’s message to the rest of the 
guard. 
oe ava 
There it was, the Cathedral. They walked up to the grand gates, and... 
“Sorry, snowflufs, you're not allowed in any more,” one guard said. 


“What?” Xiantio briefly panicked, before continuing, “But — but it's a 
sacred tradition, it goes all the way back to Great Satteurn! You can’t 
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disrespect the Lord Founder 
“Why not? Satteurn ain’t ‘ere, is he?” 
“This is blasphemy!” bellowed Xiantio, trying to barge past. 


Abraytha grabbed their arm, pulling them back, “Sorry, just a bit of a 
misunderstanding, won’t bother your chillinesses any longer” 


The guards were quite baffled by the honourific, which had never been 
in use within the Frostbiter’s Crib, but before they could comment on it, the 
strange Snowmen had gone. 


They reached a side of the Cathedral, and leant against one of the Seven 
Towers. 


“Okay — what shall we do now?” asked Abraytha. 


“I’m not sure...” Xiantio caught their breath. Running within the suits 
was hard. “Guess we’ll have to go for a proper break-in.” 


“Oh, dear, oh dear,” Abraytha muttered as he nodded his assent. “Yes, I 
suppose so. Dear me. Well, we could round back to Katioka, look for some 
tools. Might have something to get us through the wall...” 


Xiantio shook their head. 


“We couldn’t go all that way back through the blizzard,” she explained. 
“Besides, this dimension is alien to you, who’s to say your tools would do 
anything?” 

So they walked around the walls, looking for imperfections. None could 
be found, every inch was as cold, as smooth, as fine as a slate of ice. In 
fact... 


No. It couldn’t be. Could it? 


He took a deep breath, and asked Xiantio. He counted it as a great 
testament to his mental discipline that he kept his cool when he heard the 
answer. 


“Oh yes, it is ice! The Cathedral of Winter, built out of ice,” Xiantio 
commented. “Satteurn and his compatriots needed it to be narratively fitting 
to please the true Guardians, after all.” 


“Why,” Abraytha simply said then repeated the first word, trying 
very hard not to raise his voice — “why, Xiantio, didn’t you mention this to 
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me before.” 


“Sorry, just such an ingrained part of my culture I didn’t even consider 
you wouldn’t —” 


“Yes, yes, of course, yes, naturally,” he angrily waved off, avoiding 
their gaze for fear of saying something he might regret. “Well. Anyway. I 
certainly have heating equipment back in Katioka. So long as it isn’t totally 
dead by now, we should be able to me/t our way in. So, back there after all.” 


Xiantio looked reluctant, doubtless not looking forward to the trek 
through the blizzard and back again — but agreed it was likely the best 
option. 

And thus, slowly and painfully, with the ice in the storm starting to 
pierce their clothes like knives, they made their way back, passing by the 
great willow. 


In the distance Abraytha could just about make out the silhouette of his 
gargantuan Ship. His eyes lit up in glee, although they were still husks of 
what they had been mere hours earlier. 


As the silhouette grew near, the trees above the pairs’ heads obscured it, 
meaning that when they finally reached it, Abraytha walked right into the 
ladder. 


“Ow!” he screamed. 


Xiantio patted their companion on the shoulder, smiling gently. He 
smiled back, and began climbing, signalling Xiantio to follow. 


Once at the top, Abraytha balanced precariously, withdrawing the key 
from his back pocket, and unlocking the door. He swung around and into 
the opening corridor, followed quickly by Xiantio. 


“I’m gonna glide down to Level 17, near Katioka’s furnace-heart — 
think I should be able to find a simple flamethrower —” 


“Flame... thrower?” Xiantio repeated. Abraytha’s succinct explanation 
of the device’s functionality did nothing to resolve her bafflement. “Where 
does that much fire come from? It’s so hard to —” 


“Fire dimension,” Abraytha said gruffly. 
“What?” 
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“T get it directly from the Fire Dimension,” he elaborated. “A universe 
made of fire.” 


“. Really.” 


“You'll never know!” he said airily as he began walking again. “Point 
is, Stop getting surprised all the time; trust me, there’s enough fire in the 
Multiverse to go round everyone.” 


Xiantio frowned, but didn’t reply. 
Abraytha began to look more nervous, wondering if he’d gone too far. 
“So, ahm, you wanna come, old thing?” 


Xiantio beamed, and walked with Abraytha to the balcony on the other 
side of the archive, off the main corridor. 


“So,” Xiantio asked, looking down — “how are we gonna do this?” 
“Just...”” Abraytha said vaguely, and put his arms out in front of him, 


implying that he meant for Xiantio to stand between them. They did so; he 
held them tight — 


— and toppled off the balcony. 
Xiantio screamed. They were falling, falling faster than they’d ever 
fallen before, falling with no indication of slowing down. This man they 


had just met, this demon, he was killing them, he was killing himself, they 
were both going to die — 


And then, it stopped; not with the horrible splat she had expected, but 
something altogether stranger. It felt as if they had both been yanked 
upward by an invisible force. They’d slowed down so fast. It took Xiantio a 
moment to realise what it was: 


Abraytha had wings, and after a good ten seconds, he had spread them 
out. They were now gliding. 


Xiantio smiled. That had been fun, if incredibly terrifying. 
ok ok 


They landed down on Level 17, sprawled in a mess on top of one 
another, before quickly getting up again, and dusting themselves off. 


“Right! Through here,” said Abraytha, not leaving a moment for 
Xiantio to recover. 
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Together they searched through shelf upon shelf. Eventually, they found 
it, in the inauspiciously-named Sort /204B* — the flamethrower. The 
large, red implement had originally belonged to a group of firefighters from 
Universe 1486257(A-62785)*, where such people didn't fight against fire, 
but rather for fire. It was, in Abraytha’s opinion, better for everyone that it 
be kept in safe hands, such as those of a dimension-hopping demon; and 
that was where it had sat ever since he’d stolen it from their backroom. 
Standing on a stepladder, he lifted it from the high shelf, passing it down to 
an unsuspecting Xiantio, who nearly fell over from the unexpected weight, 
but saved themself. Abraytha didn’t seem to even notice, jumping down 
from his step-ladder with a quick beat of his leathery wings, and taking the 
flamethrower back. 


“IT suppose we’ll have to take the lift this time,” he commented. “This 
thing has a bit of weight to it.” 


“There was a lift this entire time?” shouted Xiantio, exasperated. 


“Yes, well —” Abraytha spluttered; he had not expected Xiantio’s 
anger, though he understood it now. “Well, really. Wasn’t flying much more 
fun?” 


Xiantio didn’t respond, not being able to bring themself to disagree, but 
not wanting to prove Abraytha right. Unfortunately, Abraytha took that as a 
sign of defeat. 


“Well, there y’are, then,” he said with a pleased little huff. 


Abraytha led the way to the lift, passing along multiple grated floors, 
and machinery —- some of which had the distinct impression of being alive 
— until they finally reached the lift. The three of them, Abraytha, Xiantio, 
and the flamethrower, were slightly cramped, mainly due to the extraneous 
length of the flamethrower — its /ength, more than its overall size. The 
firefighters of Universe 1486257(A-62785)* had been tall. 


Ding. They had arrived on the top floor, the lift racing up the 
intermediary with just enough time for the two to talk but not get bored. 


“Race you!” Xiantio shouted, running down the corridor, out of the 
door, and beginning to climb down the ladder. 


“No fair —” began Abraytha, and then made chase, reaching the door 
just as Xiantio reached the forest floor, and ran away into the night of the 
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Solstice. 
Abraytha jumped down, landing in the semi-soft snow but still lightly 
bruising himself, and ran after her. 
ee 


Their Ephemeral Representation dug through the Official Vaults, and 
withdrew the Belt of Satteurn, ready to wear it the next time he addressed 
his assembly — as The Eternal Representation. 


KK 3K 


He couldn’t see her. The earlier blizzard had quieted down, but now a 
heavy shrouding darkness had descended to envelop everything around the 
Cathedral of Winter. He didn’t even know which way to head for the sacred 
fortress. 

Increasingly close to panicking, he shouted for Xiantio. 

No response. “XI-AN-TIO!” he shouted again, more slowly. 


Footsteps. He turned around — was it Xi, or was it some creature, a 
malformed Snowman, a Jack, come to frost him over? 


“XY YY Y-AAAHHN-TEEE-OHH!” 
The entity crept around the back of Katioka — 


Abraytha let himself fall to the floor, distraught and losing almost every 
ounce of belief that he’d make it to the Cathedral, let alone retrieve the Belt 
and bring it back here. 


“Boo!” 


Abraytha screamed, shuffling backwards, heart racing. Then he saw 
Xiantio’s face, modelled in shadow against the dark sky. 


“What in the 
little... you little...!” 


don’t do th — you terrified the life out of me, you 


They looked apologetic, but mouthed “You did it first, flying-man’’. 
Abraytha blinked — and smiled genially. He got up again, and playfully 
gave them a light punch to the arm. 


“Yes, you have a point there,’ he sighed. “So, which way to the 
Cathedral?” 
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“Uh... this way, I think,” said Xiantio, taking a torch out from their 
pocket and shining it ahead. 


They walked on through the snowy night, passing again by the great 
willow tree. Once the Towers of the Cathedral were in sight, they moved 
around to the side, circling in towards the Third Tower. As they drew 
nearer, the nature of the task really began to weigh down upon Xiantio; why 
were they doing this? They pushed the thought aside; if they didn’t do this, 
the monotony of the Wintry would encompass them until they were no 
more. 


They reached the Tower, and Abraytha knelt down, laying the 
flamethrower on his knee. He looked over at Xiantio, who nodded in 
affirmation. 


KK 3K 


As night was near halfway done, the guards of the Cathedral were 
switching over. One guard, walking back from his station, positioned a few 
yards from the still-snow-ridden Anteroom, glimpsed what looked like two 
figures, one holding a gun-like appliance rested against his knee. He 
stopped, causing his comrade to bump into him from behind. 


“What was that for?” the comrade growled, irritated. 
“There's... some people there.” 


“Yeah? Well, that’s for next shift’s chumps to figure out,” the other 
guard insisted. “C’mon.” 


Reluctantly, the first guard continued walking into the Anteroom, but 
not before stealing a second glance at the figures — only to find them gone, 
their “gun” lying innocently on the ground. At that moment, he almost 
broke line and chased after them, but didn’t, knowing he would be punished 
for breaking routine. 


KK 3K 


They were in — inside the Cathedral. Abraytha had expected something 
more other-worldly, but it was just like one of the grand churches back on 
Gieakron, the primary planet of the Gieakraal. Moreover, this wasn’t the 
architecture at its best and most opulent, by any means; they’d emerged into 
what appeared to be a simple servants’ corridor, connecting parts of the 
Cathedral together. Connecting parts of the Cathedral.... 
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“Xiantio!”’ 


She almost fell over in surprise, the hallway being otherwise so silent. 
‘“What!?” 


“The High Archons of Winter probably want their servants to be able to 
reach every part of the Cathedral, so that they can attend to their every 
whims. Don’t they? Please tell me the High Archons are incredibly lazy?” 


“IT wouldn’t know, really, I’ve never been here before...” Xiantio 
hesitated. “But the way they act around the rest of Evestaar... Yeah, you’re 
right, I'd be quite surprised if that wasn’t how they ticked.” 


Abraytha smiled mischievously, and started. Xiantio ran to keep up. 


“How are you going to find Their Ephemeral Representation’s room in 
all this?” 


“Top of the highest tower — the ‘First’ Tower, I expect?” he deduced, 
speed-walking past ice-sculpted pictures of the Wintry fighting the ever- 
fabled Summery in their War of Seasons. Xianto huffed, trying again to 
catch up. Abraytha was right, of course, but it would have been nice of him 
to turn around and actually check that she had nodded. 


They walked on, ever upwards. A few times, they heard the sounds of 
guards approaching, and so hid behind drapes covering a nearby window, or 
round a corner. But they were never caught. 


They reached the First Tower, sneaking in through the open door with 
total ease; too total, in fact. 


Guards descended from all around, some appearing to melt straight out 
of the ice-walls, others falling from the open roof. 


A statue, standing in the middle of the room, cracked, and turned 
around, revealing the Eternal Representation. 


Abraytha and Xiantio froze — not literally, but they suspected that if 
they let the guards get their hands on them, it would become literal. 
Abraytha scanned the room for anything that might be termed a Belt of 
Satteur, and came up empty. That was, until his gaze landed back upon the 
tall, imposing man standing before him; he was wearing a red-and-green 
belt. Abraytha glanced back at Xiantio, pointing out the belt with his eyes; 
they nodded. It was, indeed, the Belt. 
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The guards closed in, weighing up their spears in their hands. 


Xiantio stepped forward, extending feline claws from their hands, and 
began to thrash out at the nearest guard. Only slightly shocked, she jabbed 
her spear out at them, cutting their arm slightly; they recoiled, stumbling 
back. But only for a moment — they began running around the legs of the 
guards, cutting them all very slightly with their nails, but moving away too 
quickly for any of them to get Xiantio back. 


“Abraytha!” 
Oh, right. Abraytha refocused. 


All this time, the Eternal Representation had just been standing there, 
quite confounded by Xiantio’s skill. Now, seeing Abraytha make eye 
contact, he reciprocated, ready for an attack... 


And his trousers fell down. 


Whilst he’d been starring intently at Abraytha, Xiantio had used their 
catlike claws to break a fibre in the legendary Belt — one would think 
Sattuern’s imperial weavers would have made it from sturdier stuff, but it 
would appear they were more concerned with how its threads tuned into the 
intrinsic harmonies of spacetime, than with material resistance; and it was a 
respectable number of millions of years old, besides. 


Abraytha stared ahead for a second, quite appalled by Xiantio, before 
hastily picking up the Belt, and pelting from the room, trusting Xiantio to 
follow. All of the guards ran after him, leaving Xiantio alone with the 
Representation. He turned around to meet her gaze, his face contorted with 
helpless menace. 


She held up their claws to strike him across the face, but he saw her 
coming, and punched them in the nose. Blood trickled down, but they 
ignored the pain and turned to run, spinning on their heels to swerve around 
in a circle and right out of the tower. On their face, the blood was drying 
already with exposure to the cold winter air, painting their visage with 
streaks of dark red. Now if only they could avoid the guard as they chased 
Abraytha. 


Oh no, Abraytha... 


He'd made it out of the First Tower, jumping out of a window and 
landing atop the smallest tower, the Fifth, and slightly cutting his knee on 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


the floor. He quickly got up again, running down the spiral staircase, and 
back into the servants’ corridor. The guards had jumped out of the tower 
after him, but many of them fell down to the ground, breaking their legs, 
with only a few making it to the Fifth Tower to continue their pursuit. 


Xiantio ran from the First Tower, and, seeing that there were no guards 
— although not noticing they'd all jumped out the window — continued 
down the stairs of the First Tower, walking through the main corridors of 
the Cathedral. They made it all the way into the entrance hall, before finally 
being confronted by a guard. 


“Oi! What’cha doing here!?” the guard bellowed. 
Xiantio panicked, and decided to just keep walking. 


1”? 


“Stop, I tell you 
The guard started to walk towards her, accelerating. 


Xiantio sped up, and started running. The Anteroom was in sight; they 
could see the frozen forestlands beyond. The guard behind them was 
catching up. The guards in the anteroom turned around to face them. They 
passed the anteroom’s threshold, and slid past the guards, landing on the 
snow outside. 
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Abraytha continued running from the few guards still chasing him, the 
Belt of Satteurn held firmly in his grasp. He stopped for breath, glancing 
behind himself, and noticed that the guards were still quite close — getting 
closer, in fact — he could see an open window. 


Ah, well, worked last time.... 


He had misjudged the height, and had no time to spread out his wings 
after squeezing himself through the slightly narrow opening — but fell 
directly on-top of Xiantio, who cushioned the fall even more than the snow 
would have done. 


The guards did not stop, however, and so the two had to pick 
themselves up, and continue running. By unspoken agreement, they split 
up, Xiantio running to the left, and Abraytha to the right, and the guards — 
by now, a sum total of five — followed them both. It was still the dead of 
night, however, and so the guards couldn’t see well enough to follow. The 
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darkness was, of course, no help to the thieves either, but then, for the time 
being they had only to lose their pursuers; getting lost as well was an 
unfortunate, but acceptable loss. They could worry about trivial matters 
such as ‘finding their way back to the Ship they’d retrieved this Belt for in 
the first place’ after they were once again confident in the length of their 
foreseeable lifespan. 

After a good half-hour of dodging and weaving, Xiantio and Abraytha 
each found themselves alone, as far from each other as they were from the 
guards. Separated by mountains of snow from all hope of reaching one or 
another, the ship, or, indeed, Xiantio’s cottage. Each, in turn, slowed down 
— and shivered. 


From Abraytha’s perspective, a figure appeared in the distance. 

“Hey!” he shouted. 

At first they appeared not to hear, but then he shouted again, louder this 
time, “Hey!” 

The figure turned around. Their face was frost-blue, but not unnatural- 
like, it was more like... 

“Oh! Jack Frost, nice to see you again!” 


The Frost rolled their eyes. “Name’s Adeline Icicle, actually. But, yes, 
what is it? Oh, you’re that guy from earlier, the one who wanted to see the 
Cathedral, you were with that w —” 


“Yes, yes, quite right. Do you know where they are? Or their house? I 
need to get back there, and see them again.” 

“Ugh,” Adeline groaned. “Kinda busy. Can’t you just look around 
yourself?” 

“..1t's pitch black, I can barely see you?” said Abraytha, his voice 
wavering. 

“Oh, I forgot you Jills can’t see in the dark... Alright then, follow me,” 
Adeline said, reluctantly. 

Abraytha, following, wondered why Adeline had called him ‘a Jill’. Jill, 
Jill, that rung a bell. Jack and Jill... oh yes! A nursery rhyme, a legend 


from Old Earth, in the Bellbreaker’s Cradle. Why this particular culture 
would share such a random facet eluded him, but he supposed he shouldn’t 
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find it any more peculiar than the fact that there existed Jack Frosts at all, or 
that these Archons of Winter he had just robbed bore so many striking 
similarities to the ever-reproachable Archons of Time. 


* ok 3K 


Xiantio had never thought they’d die like this. If anyone was going to 
freeze to death on the Solstice, surely it should have been that unwary 
stranger, used to fire and heat growing on trees. Perhaps he was freezing 
too, come to that. Probably. And they weren’t there to save him, after 
everything he’d done for her — admittedly in the course of a ridiculous 
adventure that he’d pulled them into, but Xiantio bore him no ill will. She 
just wished she had a bit more strength. Enough to crawl back to 
civilisation, get some help... If she found the stranger’s ship, she wondered 
if she could steer it to his rescue. He’d said that it had a heart; perhaps it 
was alive. Perhaps it could find its master, if only she could... but that was 
a hollow dream. She fell to her knees in the snow, unable to go on, ready to 
give up — 

— and saw two figures appear in the distance, getting larger. 


“Abraytha?!” they called out, in a rather meek voice, having had their 
strength significantly sapped by the cold. One of the figures ran towards 
her, and as they got closer they saw that, indeed, it was Abraytha! They 
smiled with wild abandon. 


The second figure caught up, and she recognised them with ease, too. 


“Oh, you!” she addressed the Jack Frost. “Did you bring him here? 
Thank you so much,I —” Xiantio began 


“Aight, bye” replied Adeline, clearly not very invested in the situation. 
“No, wait!” Xiantio and Abraytha both shouted. Adeline turned around. 
“C-can you take us back to Xiantio’s cottage?” 

Adeline looked bemused. “I don’t know where they live, now do I?” 
“Oh...” 


Adeline walked off, leaving the pair alone in each other’s arms, in the 
cold wintry night. But it seemed Abraytha had heat enough for the both of 
them, and the cold had done no hold on him, save psychological. What a 
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silly, ridiculous, wonderful creature he was. She laughed at the realisation; 
he didn’t know why, they supposed. 
KK 


The sun pierced Abraytha’s eyes, waking him. He looked all around, 
finally being able to see again. 


There, not a hundred yards away, lay Katioka. 
“Oh, of course, terrific,” he grumbled with good humour — then smiled 
as his senses returned to him fully, and he felt the colder, thinner mass still 


clinging onto his compact frame as though he were a heating pillow. “Wake 
up, Xy-ti”, he said, kicking Xiantio lightly on the side. 

She slowly awoke in turn, clearly still exhausted from the previous 
night. 

“Hhwwhhat?” they mumbled. 

“Katioka, my ship — it's just over there!” 

Xiantio’s eyes flew open. “It’s what!?” 

Abraytha nodded in mutual understanding of the irony, and signalled 
for them to follow him toward there. 


“We can rest more once we get to’er, I’ve got many a good bed in there. 
You can stay in the snow if you want, but I’m definitely going.” 


“Okay, okay,” Xiantio agreed, reluctant but fully aware that they’d 
freeze without him. 


They walked. With the darkness and the menace gone, the woods were 
once again the welcoming home she had always known. And yet... 


After a short while, they took his hand in theirs. 


99 


“IT want to come with you, away from here, in Katioka.” she said. 


Abraytha didn’t reply, but simply nodded, quite minorly. 


To Xiantio, it felt like an hour, although Abraytha later insisted it was 
only around 10 minutes, but whichever way — they eventually reached the 
stepladder leading up to Katioka, near collapse at that point. Abraytha 
climbed up first, followed shortly by Xiantio. 


“So, where does this Belt need to go, anyway?” 
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“There's a special room in the furnace-heart for these kinds of relics. 
Would you like to come with me, or rest?” 


“To be honest, I’d really like to rest some more.” 
“No problem, follow me.” 


Abraytha led Xiantio down the corridor, to a large bedroom with a king- 
sized, four-poster bed. She immediately collapsed onto it, falling into a deep 
sleep. 


Abraytha, Belt in hand, jumped off the balcony in the archive room, and 
glided down to the furnace-heart — landing gracefully, and continuing to 
walk with no interruption, toward the Room for Relics Capable of Granting 
the User Leave to Depart That Particular Reality. For such a specific 
category, it was slightly surprising that he already had three items in there. 
These were of no prolonged use, definitionally, however, so he’d just kept 
them stacked away in a cabinet at the side. The centre of the room was the 
important part: a red cushion with a dozen specialist nerves, connecting the 
properties of the relic sitting there to Katioka’s own cerebral cortex, 
interspersed throughout its structure. 


He placed the Belt of Satteurn on the red cushion, and heard the sounds 
of Katioka connecting itself into the metaphysical structure of this universe, 
ready to pull itself back into the Hollow. After years and years spent 
travelling said Hollow — as well as the Morass, Great Black Void, and 
Outer Void, as well as, on occasion, the Tourbillon — Abraytha could feel 
his ship slowly ascend into it. He found the sensation comforting. 


He returned to Xiantio’s room to check up on her, and on his way 
around the bed, saw the window. He couldn’t resist the temptation to look 
out of it — the void was so, so beautiful, he felt. Just as he was about to 
turn away from the window and draw the curtains, he spotted a sleigh 
bounding across the horizon, seemingly led by reindeer, and with a plump 
woman and four other humanoids onboard. 


I wonder what they ’re up to... 
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SCENE 18 


Rich should have been there. 


It was his general sentiment about all of the children’s adventures; and 
he felt that he thought the same thing even before Auteur’s interference had 
stolen months of friendship from them and thereby literalised his quandary. 


He was... large — he’d been twice the size of a man even as a chick. 
And he’d never wished to be smaller in his entire existence, but the more he 
befriended those small, small creatures who could not fly, the more he 
resented that their world was an ant’s world, with tiny streets and tiny 
buildings. There were parts of the Library where a Birdhemoth could 
stretch his legs, their walls lined with pocketbooks so large that it took 
entire teams of Bookkeepers to shift them for examination; but that was an 
exception, and by no means universal even there. Even the widest reading- 
rooms were barely the size of a Birdhemoth nest. 


So in practice, he could be little more than a vehicle on most 
adventures, and then had to stay behind. What an absurd twist of fate. If 
there were books about their adventures somewhere in the Library, as there 
surely must be, he was sure he must be on the covers; and wouldn’t a reader 
feel cheated to see him so large on that cover, and so small in the plotlines? 
He owed it to that reader, Rich decided, to take a more active role in events 
from now on. 


Of course, seeing the city in flames — the city into which he’d just sent 
Coloth, alone, a few hours ago — also had something to do with that bold 
resolution. 


You lazy old bird, he told himself as he took off from the frosty 
meadow, headed for the city centre. You barnyard-dwelling bastard. This is 


**E*EE EK abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


all your fault. 


Oh, he couldn’t have followed Coloth into the Multidimensional 
Finders Service’s headquarters, certainly. But it had been his own mistake 
to decide to take a rest after so short a trip, and remain aground, when he 
could just as easily have circled over the building and kept an eye on things. 
Would whoever it was have dared to attack with a city-block-sized bird 
circling overhead? Even if they had been so foolish, few things were 
immune to a talon slamming down from above like a house falling onto a 
Wicked Witch. It might, admittedly, damage the public roadways, but 
Coloth was worth a bit of fuss with local authorities. 


Wings beating, he rushed through the cloudy sky as quickly as he could 
without slipping out of normal-space — he knew nothing of the interstitial 
spaces of the 925th Universe, assuming it had any, and would rather not 
make any nasty discoveries just now — his impossibly keen, pinkish-red 
eyes scanning the ground for any sign of a fleeing Coloth. If he had to land 
on top of a building and crush it, he would do what he had to do, and damn 
the dimensional lords of this place and what they’d think of it. He had to 
save Coloth. 


So intent was he upon the task of finding his young charge that he 
nearly collided with the other great shape currently flying in low, lazy 
circles over Crieff, only spotting it and swerving upwards at the last 
moment. Up, not down; this way there was a chance that he had not been 
seen. 

“Come... Come...” a booming voice called through the sky. 

But that had not been meant for him, he knew. 

Rich flew low, as silently as he could. Few things, after all, could scare 


a Birdhemoth for his own safety, as opposed to that of his squishier friends 
— but this was one of them. 


3K 2K 3K 


Coloth wasn’t stupid. And he wasn’t a coward. 


He wasn’t a warrior or a thinker — not officially — but that wouldn’t 
stop him from trying. 


Callum and Maritsa and Rich had given up so much just to protect him, 
and now these M.F.S. people who’d known him barely an afternoon had 
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been all set to do the same, after he’d done nothing but to waste their ink 
and paper on a wild goose chase; he couldn’t have that. So he’d reversed 
Doctor Know’s stated strategy, and done what he could to get the Deadline 
and their Wylderbeasts away from the M.F.S. building and, if possible, from 
Crieff altogether. 


So he’d let himself be captured. 


The interesting thing about the Bookkeepers’ holo-cube technology was 
that it projected hard-light holograms, not real matter. A largely academic 
difference in most circumstances, though you would be in for a nasty 
surprise if you tried to survive off hard-light food and drink; but it meant 
that he had no limits at all on how much mass he could generate for 
himself. Sure, all he could reliably do was cactus-flesh, but there was a lot 
you could do with that, if you were just a little clever — and you had the 
element of surprise. 


He had left one body down in the M.F.S. building, where it had no 
doubt already dissipated after the Deadline had pulled him far enough out 
of the cube’s range; but there was nothing, nothing at all, stopping him from 
projecting a whole new one at any time as the masked humanoid carried 
him into the air. 


The Deadline could fly; of course the Deadline could fly. 
After a fashion. 


They did not levitate as Sun Builders sometimes did; nor had they 
sprouted wings of their own. But an elite caste of their loyal Wylderbeasts 
had jagged, bat-like wings jutting out of their shaggy shoulders, and at a 
snap of their master’s fingers, two had simply arrived to pick them up, each 
hooking a claw under one of the Deadline’s shoulders, lifting them up in the 
air. 


Coloth didn’t know where the blackguard was taking him; after all, the 
Deadline apparently thought he was unconscious in there, which left them 
no particular motivation to g/oat as victorious villains really did tend to do 
more often than common sense dictated. Something to do, Coloth supposed, 
with lifekind’s inherent craving to communicate, even when all you had to 
communicate was how diabolical you were being, and the only person to 
whom you could communicate it was the intended victim. 
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No, all Coloth knew was that he didn’t want to go anywhere this person 
intended to take him, and that he knew just how to achieve that. So he 
waited until he was high enough that falling would hurt — that is, until it 
would hurt a being of flesh and blood — 


— and then he suddenly made himself expand. 


Before any of them could even release their respective grips, the flying 
Wylderbeasts found themselves holding onto a humanoid holding onto 
several tons’ worth of cactus. 


The horned creature let out shrieks of pain as their wings gave out and 
all four airborne beings began to plummet. 
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The books’ whims remained a mystery to Maritsa. 


Everything within her told her that they really were listening, that their 
mysterious energies were indeed shaping probability in accordance with 
what she requested of them — but even Sister Claret’s faith in the readings 
was beginning to waver. The Cathedral of Winter had been a nice enough 
tale, and its very very ending, feeding back into The Claus-Rosen Bridge 
even though the two books had been found in completely different parts of 
the room... that coincidence seemed to prove something. A goblin could 
have had a nifty little feast on a lucky turn like that; it proved the books 
were doing... something. 


But what? The Gieakraal? Was Coloth in the Gieakraal, was Rich? Or 
was it just the general idea of void-travel, and if so, what good was that? 
Unless they had it all wrong, and it was trying to gesture at the mystery 
behind the Snowstorm again. Her request hadn’t been very specific this 
time, just a sense that they were done playing and wanted some answers. 


So for this reading, she’d been most specific. Where is Coloth? she’d 
asked the books of this room. Where is Coloth right now? 


She stared at the booklet in her hands. 


“Just Dropping In,” she read aloud — and sighed very deeply. “Urgh. 
Callum, d’you want to read this one?” 
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JUST DROPPING IN 


A “Jenny Everywhere” story 
By Scott Sanford 


Let me tell you, being Jenny Everywhere is amazing! I love being me, 
almost all of me are great people, and I wouldn’t want to be anyone else. 


But here I am hanging off the side of a zeppelin, on a freezing cold 
night high above the ocean, and I have to wonder if this is really the best 
use of my time. 


I could be at a club listening to live music by promising new bands, or 
at least energetic hopeful ones. 


I could be at home, maybe watching a movie or eating take-out. 
I could be somewhere warm. 


I am not anywhere warm and am very aware of that. At some point in 
all this ve forgotten if we’re defending Sweden against Denmark or 
Denmark against Sweden, and I really don’t care at the moment, but 
someone has to restart the starboard engine so here I am, outside, trying not 
to think about the cold. 


I get to the sponson, the little wing between the engine and the body of 
the zeppelin, and it’s nice to have something solid to stand on. 


I unclip the demon broom, tap on the outside of the engine pod to make 
sure they know I’m here, and open up the main hatch. Inside the little black 
Hulduefni demons look up at me. 
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“C’mon, guys, get going again so I can get back inside, okay?” I ask. 
One of them stands on its hind legs and looks up at me curiously; it’s 
weirdly cute, like a furry cat with glowing red eyes, but I’m pretty sure I 
shouldn’t be petting anything called a Hulduefni demon. 


They’re not moving so I reach in with the broom handle and poke a few 
of them in their butts. 


That reminds them and they all start running in their little wheels. 
(There has got to be a more practical way to power a zeppelin.) At the back 
of the engine pod the propeller starts turning again. 


The engine noise isn’t so loud that I don’t hear another whirring 


propeller nearby; I turn in time to see a now familiar figure land on the 
wing, which jerks under my feet with the impact. 


“You again, von Mummen!?”, I snap. Him again! 
The demons see him and hiss angrily; our own propeller spins faster as 
they get worked up. I slam shut the engine cover. One problem at a time. 


“T didn’t expect to find you alone, Everywhere, but Ill take my luck 
where I find it!” He draws his sword even as his heli-cape folds away, and I 
realise this isn’t the encounter I wanted. 


“Why the hell are you even here, Baron?” I demand even as I wish I 
had something better than a broom at hand. He’s between me and the rest of 
the zeppelin, too. “How did you even find the Bla Love in the middle of the 
ocean?” 


He swings but he’s not skilled with a sword; I take his blade with my 
broom and sweep it out of the way, even managing to whack him on the 
head right next to his silly moustache. 


“Perkele!”’ he swears, and smacks me with his free hand. 


I go stumbling back against the engine pod. Crap, he can’t fence but he 
sure can hit. He’s not just big, he’s strong too. 


Fighting alone out here is stupid, I tell myself; it’s time to get past him 
and inside. 


I lunge with the broom, he parries, and gets me a good punch right in 
the stomach. 


Ouch! 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


I’m only out for a moment but when I catch my breath again I see the 
bottom of the zeppelin above me, already receding fast. 


Oh, crap. 


I realise that I’m already off the Bla Love and there’s nothing between 
me and the ocean below. I’m not getting back up there. 


For a few moments I’m really afraid — I’m Jenny Everywhere, I’ve 
died before, I die every day, but this one hasn’t died before and I really like 
her. 


After a few heartbeats I pull myself together; this isn’t the first time one 
of me has fallen to my death, I just need to keep my head while I still have 
it. I figure the only way out is to shift out, so I just need to find someplace 
safe to land; concentrate on that and go. 


I think desperately about landing on something soft, something very 
soft, and shift — 


a 


— and I am instantly in bright sunlight, falling into a soft, warm, 
welcoming new world. I’m alive! And even warm, too! 


I laugh in relief for a moment, happy to just lay where I’ve fallen, in 
what feels like the biggest softest mattress in the world. 


From somewhere nearby I hear someone ask, “Is that a Jenny 
Everywhere?” 


“Yes!” I call out. If people here know me I should be fine, wherever 
here is. My head is still reeling from the fall; I don’t know where I am yet. 


I sit up to figure out where here is and meet everyone, and I discover 
I’m in a picturesque cartoon Heaven full of puffy white clouds floating in a 
bright blue sky. 


There’s another me already here, darker and curvier than this one, so I 
smile and wave at myself and so do I. 


The me that was here first is sitting at a little round table with a tea set 
on it, apparently having a picnic on a cloud. I might be alone, there’s a baby 
carriage next to the table, and a big doll wearing a trench coat and a 
battered hat sitting in another chair, but I don’t see anyone other than the 
two of me. 
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There’s no sign of how any of it got here and I’m sure it doesn’t matter. 
“Oh, hi!” I call. 

“Just dropping in?” I joke, and I giggle at it. 

“Yeah, literally, too... I hope I’m not disturbing you!” 

“Not really, this kind of thing happens all the time” I assure me. 

“In my world too,” I admit. 


That reminds me I’m sitting in a cloud and I start to get up but for the 
first time I get a good look at the cloud here. 


It Jooks like a fluffy white cloud but it’s not a cloud at all — not the 
water vapour that I’ve seen in other universes. Whatever this is, it’s some 
kind of spacetime distortion, like a fractal expressed in domain boundaries; 
it’s tangible like baryonic matter but it’s definitely something else. 


“Oh, wow...” I breathe, fascinated. I realise that I could stare at the 
cloud-stuff for hours, but I’d better not. Besides, the me that lives here 
probably already has. 


“Sorry,” I tell the me at the table, “but your cloud is really amazing.” 
“Yeah, I know,” I agree, grinning back. 
I stand up on the soft non-substance of the cloud, giggling at myself. 


I take a breath, re-orienting myself, and get a feel for this universe. Yes, 
I can get home from here. 


“This is a beautiful world but I should be getting home,” I say. 


I’m obviously having a nice picnic there, complete with a big yellow 
doll that seems to be watching me suspiciously. (There’s also a blue glow 
that looks like Cherenkov radiation from inside the baby carriage but I’m 
sure I know what I’m doing.) I shouldn’t hang around and distract myself 
from my day out. 


“Okay. Have a nice trip!” I tell myself encouragingly. 
I wave one last time and tell myself, “I love your clouds!” 


Focusing on home I shift — 
a ak oe 
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— and I reappear in my apartment and I breathe a heartfelt sigh of 
relief. 


“T have had an adventure,” I announce, with feeling. “It’s good to be 
home.” 


It feels good to be back in my home universe. And now that there’s just 
one of me here it’s a lot easier to remember which me is this one. 


“You sound like it,” Kim agrees, poking her head out of the kitchen. 


“Oh, yeah. I left in the middle of something in another universe and I 
should at least try to get back there, but there’s no hurry. Even if I can find 
that world again I’m going to have to catch up with everyone else at the 
blimp field... Also, I need to change clothes into something warmer.” 


As I head toward my bedroom I feel a weight in my coat and stop. 
“Oh, right, I got your surstromming!”’, I tell Kim. 


I dig the several cans of the stuff I’d left the universe for out of my coat 
pockets and stack them on the dining table. 


Kim makes appreciative noises at me. I guess it’s been a while since she 
had any. 


“Thank you, Jenny. I don’t know why we can’t get it around here.” 


“Just, uh, don’t open it in the house, okay?” 
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SCENE 19 


“This cannot be relevant,” said the man in black for the second time. 


“It’s relevant to Coloth,” Callum argued in Maritsa’s place, stepping 
defensively in-between her and the fuming stranger. “That’s good enough 
for us.” 


“You should be acting for the good of a// of us,” he snapped. “Un pour 
tous, tous pour un. You hold knowledge, valuable knowledge, and it is your 
duty to use it to find a way in and out of this room. It is vital. And again I 
tell you: the information in this book cannot possibly be relevant to your 
friend.” 


“Well, now, steady on there, old chap,” said Professor She’hayle, his 
great bulk slowly sliding closer with lumbering menace. “We’ve spent our 
time on much less relevant things, and we won’t know for sure if that cactus 
lad of theirs is mentioned in the story until we read it, now will we? What’s 
the big hurry all of a sudden?” 


“Because time is passing,” the gaunt man replied. The pale blue light in 
his eyes was obvious now; not brief flashes as it had been earlier, but a 
constant, burning thing to rival the fire on the plastic table. “Every moment 
the Snowstorm rages brings us a moment closer to the closing of the gate — 
and this — that is, my body is beginning to fail.” His voice was hoarse, 
strained, his face contorted with an oddly desperate anger. ““We must have 
the knowledge. We must possess the way, the way in and out, the gate. If 
the girl is the key then the girl is the gate and the knowledge must be 
possessed do you not understand me —” 
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The words came out jumbled, in an urgent and careless babble; the man 
in black seemed to realise how odd, how inhuman he had gotten to sound, 
because he froze and shook himself, regaining a bit of his earlier, stoic 
poise. 


“_ apologies. But there is more at stake than you realise, and time is 
increasingly precious.” 


“For you and for everyone else, mate,” said Sister Claret. She was 
sitting down, conserving her energy, the sole remaining bottle of water — 
one third down — unstoppered by her side. “Yada yada, your body’s failing 
— do you know how old I am? No excitement, the doctors said. I’ve been 
medically excused from ritual fasting. Well, not that I was listening to them 
anyway... And besides, if I have to feed this fire any more, you’re all going 
to have to see things which I think none of us want to see.” 


The fire was still burning; she’d done as she had said, feeding it the 
topmost layer of her robes, and then the second. This left her in what you 
might call her actual clothes — still red, of course, but a more practical, 
androgynous look with loose running pants and a long-sleeved, button- 
down tunic. Around her waist was a leather belt which held her clarinet and 
several other deadly weapons. 


“Mind,” the old woman continued, eyeing the thick, hand-bound 
booklet in Maritsa’s hands, “that looks pretty long. Are you sure you want 
to read it all?” 


Maritsa gave her a significant, half-lidded look. “... Yes,” she asserted, 
her expression unreadable even to Callum. 


The centenarian nun gave a slow, accepting nod — then she carefully 
unstrapped the clarinet from her belt, and pointed it at the man in black in a 
loose-handed threat. 


“Alright, then. Let the kid read.” 
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CONSPIRACY-1263 AND THE CHRISTMAS 


CONSPIRACY 


A “The Crew of the Copper-Colored Cupids”’ story 
By Peter Guy 
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Prologue 


In the Cupid Homeworld, far, far away from the usual din of the 
Mainland Cloud, was a small patch of celfoam. Atop the artificially created 
cloud sat a house, the only structure on the outpost. Within: intricately spun 
webs; labyrinthine passageways beyond the front door; explosions of colour 
which would most definitely assault the senses of any mere mortal should 
they linger too long; a bedroom deprived of a bed; and, currently applying 
Blu Tack to the back of a negative print with the same precision and poise 
as a Vandtakian hawk stalking its prey, the Mark XIII Cupid responsible for 
this idiosyncratic choice of home decor. 


Conspiracy-1263 placed the finishing touches on his latest tapestry of 
twine and treachery. It wasn’t usually this messy — well, it wasn’t usually 
this messy — but it was almost Christmas and that meant his one-man 
technically-disbanded Department of Conspiracy Theories was going to be 
especially busy. 

Conspiracy sighed, moving a stack of freshly printed documents onto a 
side table to uncover a seat for his aching joints. (He’d have to conquer his 
reservations over Doc-012’s suspect medical practices and pay him a visit 
sometime soon.) 


He wasn’t much a fan of the end-of-year amiability, although he liked to 
think of himself as a jolly person generally and had responded in the 
positive to RSVPs for some of Celebration’s other events on several 
occasions. The fact there was always some hidden agenda or villainous 
machinations at play which prevented his attendance really was 
unfortunate. He was still upset that the bunnies Palooza had sourced for the 
party at Easter had turned out to be sleeper agents for the Oberon Syndicate 
just hours before it was due to start. He subsequently learned from those 
who had gone along in spite of the danger that none of the rabbits had 
activated. A lucky miss, which could have ended in catastrophe had he been 
there and inadvertently blurted out the trigger phrase. 


Christmas was the one which hurt him the most, though. The Crew’s 
first Yuletide in 2019 had been abruptly derailed when the malevolent 
Father Christmas meme manifested itself in the form of Claus-025, 
overwriting the original 025 and banishing them to non-existence. Of 
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course, most of the crew had forgotten this by the time December rolled 
around in 2020. Why was celebration of the festival which had resulted in 
this incursion perpetuated for a second, then third, now fourth year in a 
row? Usually people (wrongly) decried his proclamations as the ravings of 
a loony but in this case everyone agreed on what happened. It was a bona 
fide conspiracy! Yet, the Crew simply accepted its existence and moved on 
as if nothing had happened. This surely said something about the 
Parliament. Perhaps a few influential Prefects or an Elder or two were in 
league with Santa and wished this fate upon more of their unwitting 
fellows. He supposed the recent return of Altruism-025 from the Oblivion 
had made it even easier to forget but the red-coated mince pie eater was still 
out there. What stopped him from targeting the Homeworld once again? 
Nothing did, thought Conspiracy. 


December was fast approaching, and there were usually other points of 
suspicion to keep an eye on during this period, too. Case in point, members 
of the Department of Problem-Solving or other prominent Cupids often 
seemed to go on missions encompassing most or all of Advent, a 
phenomena Conspiracy was monitoring right at this moment. What was so 
important that an entire month needed dedicating to it? Their excuses were 
always so weak. The thought that these longer missions coincidentally 
occurred once at the same each year was so absurd it didn’t need 
debunking. Conspiracy liked the idea that the higher-ups took it in turns to 
evacuate the Homeworld during the festivities so as to shield themselves 
from the threat of non-existence. It all made sense! 


Then there was the matter of the recent newly-weds. Conspiracy eyed 
both Lord Thymon and Jenny Everywhere with copious quantities of 
suspicion, in equal measure. He had been lucky to mostly avoid crossing 
paths with these subversive elements as their intrusions into Cupid society 
had become increasingly commonplace over the past few years. One was 
the former Embodiment of Time with powers over reality that strained 
comprehension, the other was a Shifter with an infinity of lives across just 
as many universes. It would take less time to list all the plots these two did 
not have a hand in! 


Conspiracy had heard of the existence of a Geometron Jenny living on 
the Euclidean Plane. If Jenny had truly assimilated herself in a land which 
dubbed the Crew ‘the Enemy’, she was not to be trusted. There might also 
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be Retconning Crocodile Jennies and Green Gorilla Jennies, an army of 
Everywheres carefully coordinating their moves to inflict dire casualties 
upon Cupidkind. The possibility of domestic infiltration could not be 
discounted either. What if she somehow sabotaged the Great Foundries and 
manipulated its process to spew out a Jenny-2001 among the next 
generation? Thymon the Blue’s wide-ranging and varied skill set would 
surely aid in the undertaking of any such operation. 


Fortunately, this was not currently a concern for Conspiracy, as they 
were both off-world (allegedly) on an extended honeymoon, leaving him 
free to uncover any brewing skullduggery over the festive period. 


He hauled a fresh bulletin board from under his settee and began his 
investigations, determined not to let a conspiracy ruin Christmas. 
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Part 1 


Some months earlier... 


“Okay, final warning! Everybody clear the area!” yelled the tinny voice, 
bolstered by an abraded megaphone carrying the insignia of the Department 
of Construction. 


Hearing no objection, Detonator-626 tossed the megaphone to one side, 
placing both his hands on the plunger, and forcefully pressed down. 


“Fire in the hole!” he gleefully shouted as the charges he and Excavator 
had laid went off, producing a thundering explosion as the warehouse in 
front of them was reduced swiftly to rubble. 


“STOP! STOP! STOP!” 


Another Cupid, sporting a flat cap and stylish scarf combo, rushed onto 
the scene. Evidently, he had not been a direct witness to the blast, but had 
heard it instead. The same likely went for most of the Mainland Cloud. 


“What do you think you’re doing?” 


The rage on the Cupid’s face, that of Mélies-125, was plain to see, but 
Excavator and Detonator simply stood in place, faces blank, unsure how 
literally to take the question. Luckily, their dilemma was quashed as Mélies 
resumed his rant. 


“I’m making a film here! Right here! We’ve already done half the 
shooting at this location! And now you pair of ignoramuses have made the 
set go kaput!” 


Méliés was wildly flailing his arms about now, trying to convey the 
immense gravity of the situation, something he had only half-succeeded in. 


“T see the problem now,” Detonator replied. “Take it up with the 
Parliament if you have any complaints.” He continued on, nonchalantly. “If 
you can obtain the necessary planning permission, I’m sure the boss will be 
more than happy to rebuild this warehouse when he returns from his leave.” 


“But what about my schedules?” Meéelies protested, a little calmer than 
before. 


“Sorry, that’s not our concern,” Detonator stated matter-of-factly. 
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With that, he gave a slight nod to Excavator which communicated that 
the discussion was over and the two began to pack up their equipment for 
the day. Mélies stormed off in a huff, already beginning to jot down 
potential alternative filming locations on a piece of crumpled paper. 


Elsewhere on the Mainland, Foreman-964 was enjoying his day off. 
Taking a vacation day was a once in a blue moon occurrence for the Head 
Construction Cupid, especially so considering that the Department of 
Celestial Bodies had mislaid the Moon some three decades prior. There was 
only one thing Foreman loved in life more than building warehouses on 
every square metre he could, and that was his burgeoning tomato garden 
which, indeed, he had spent the morning (insofar as there was a morning 
without a proper day-night cycle) renovating. 


The first order of the day had been an expansion to the allotment, for 
which he had recruited the assistance of Digger-291 in marking out the new 
boundaries and scooping the several tonnes of soil from his reserves into 
place. Now, Foreman was alone again, laying a few further pieces of topsoil 
in preparation for new arrivals: a unique strain of Solanum lycopersicum. 
He had first learnt of the variant through an online advertisement for a 
woodland farm shop while browsing the web. Using his power as a Prefect, 
Foreman had subsequently ensured that his Department’s next visit to the 
Prime Universe in pursuit of sustainable supplies had brought them to that 
very shop, during which he had managed to find the time to give the shop’s 
tomatoes a review from his expert’s perspective. 


A bulk order of seeds had soon found its way into the interdimensional 
post, and Foreman had alerted the Crew’s resident postmaster to the 
impending delivery and thereafter kept him abreast of the package’s 
progress through the multiverse via a tracking app. A week having passed 
since then, the package was due to arrive in the Homeworld today — hence 
his meticulous preparations, Philatel having assured him he would be 
notified the instant it materialised. With any luck and a bit of nurturing, the 
plants would be bearing fruit by December. 

Foreman checked his app for the umpteenth time since noon. 


Still no updates. 
He refreshed it. 
Nothing. 
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“That’s odd,” he said aloud. 
He pondered for a moment. 


“T should check in on Philatel,” Foreman resolved, a frown settling onto 
his face. “Wouldn't put it past that perfidious postmaster to have sabotaged 
me. Again.” 


Minutes later, Foreman sauntered through the double doors of the Cupid 
Post Office and was disconcerted for only the briefest of split seconds to be 
greeted by what seemed to be a sentient stack of letters. 


“Can I help you?” the stack of letters asked politely, in a voice which 
sounded strangely like Philatel’s. “I’m sorry about the mess. We’re quite 
heavily short-staffed, with Thymon on holiday.” 

A head poked out from behind the mountain of mail — Philatel's, looking 
to identify his customer. 


“Oh, it’s you,” he said, all politeness dropping from his demeanour as 
he set eyes upon his long-time nemesis. “Look, I appreciate your daily 
visits to request updates on your parcel — Aphrodite knows it makes a nice 
change from you coming in here requesting permission to tear down my 
stamp wing every other day — but I’ve already told you that you could be 
certain it had not arrived unless you received word communicating such 
from me.” 


“Well, are you sure?” Foreman asked, ready to argue. “There are a Jot 
of—” 


*BING* 


Foreman was cut off by an onomatopoeia he failed to recognise. 
Philatel, on the other hand, acknowledged the noise as the seldom-used 
notification denoting the arrival of post from off-world. He momentarily 
retreated into a backroom obscured from Foreman’s gaze and returned 
parcel-in-hand. 


“There you go!” he said cheerfully, though with a definite undertone of 
pointed smugness. “You knew the second I did.” 


“Thank you.” 


Foreman tucked the package under his arm (in view of its size, 
somewhat awkwardly, it has to be said) and moved to leave, before pausing 
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and spinning around on the spot in a manoeuvre Columbo would have been 
proud of. 


“Although, seeing as you mentioned the stamp wing...” 


Philatel held up a weary hand, and Foreman trailed off, his train of 
thought abruptly halted for the second time since entering the post office. 


“Can we resume our normal business tomorrow, please, Foreman?" the 
Postmaster asked. "I need to deactivate our transdimensional postie back 
there as soon as possible. The Parliament has become a bit antsy about 
receiving unsolicited mail from off-world following the kerfuffle with the 
Fish last year.” 


Foreman thought on this for a moment, then nodded in silent 
acceptance and promptly departed. The recommencement of their usual 
dance could wait another day — it meant, after all, that he could get his 
tomato seeds in the ground that much quicker. 
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Part 2 
The present. 


Foreman rued the day’s events as he wearily trudged home, 
occasionally kicking up fragments of celfoam as a child might briefly target 
a discarded can on the pavement, the ephemeral joy brought by the 
distraction fading as soon as it landed too far off the beaten path. He 
enjoyed watching the unique swirling patterns created by each step on the 
cloud — a spectacle provoking no ill effect to the celfoam's integrity — 
before each vista inevitably dissipated, bringing him harshly back to reality. 


The ratio of the number of warehouses to the number of all other 
structures in the Homeworld had decreased once again, conforming to a 
recent worrisome trend. The tragic demolition of a warehouse today almost 
granted the two figures parity with each other, and, to make matters worse, 
there had been no plans to build anywhere else scheduled at the time, 
forcing Foreman to personally oversee its dismantling, something he 
usually managed to avoid. 


True, some outsiders could look at the situation and argue that the 
‘crisis’ facing the Department of Construction wasn’t so dire, and at any 
rate, an independent building surveyor might note that certain flairs and 
characteristics reminiscent of warehouses often found their way onto 
buildings not officially recognised as such — but Foreman would dispel 
any notion that fell along those lines with ease. There really was nothing 
more aesthetically pleasing than the sort of warehouse he and his coworkers 
lovingly replicated across the Homeworld; any diversions from these 
blueprints sullied the finished product and left its potential unfulfilled. 


Foreman eventually reached his home and closed the door behind him, 
letting out a controlled exhale. He left his work at work, for fortunately, at 
the moment, there was no cause for Foreman to be so morose about every 
aspect of his existence. His second love, tomato growing, was undergoing 
the exact opposite of a crisis. In fact, the magnitude of the unprecedented 
boon brought about by the seedlings he had purchased from the Prime 
Universe farm shop was still uncertain to him. Certainly the plants had 
flourished, producing far more shoots in the early germination phase than 
he had expected, and resulting in his biggest harvest from a single batch to 
date. The only question remaining was whether the undeviating conditions 
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of the Homeworld compared to the variable climate on Earth had affected 
the taste in any way. 


Foreman would soon find out. 


He beelined for the wicker basket in which the cleansed fruits had been 
gathered, Foreman-of-Yesterday correctly anticipating the fact that his 
future self would need cheering up. Holding an average example from the 
current crop in his palm for a moment as he considered its decidedly 
abnormal size and weight relative to his previous efforts, he brought the 
fruit to his mouth and took a bite. Some of the juice spurted out, staining 
Foreman’s copper chin, but the Cupid took no immediate action as he 
savoured what had not escaped. 


It tasted markedly different to his recollection of the farm shop’s 
samples. He had his answer. 


Earth’s turbulent wind, temperature and precipitation had affected the 
taste of this strain of tomato — but they had made it worse. He and the 
Homeworld’s stable conditions had perfectly conspired to concoct a 
culinary euphoria the Multiverse had quite possibly never seen before. 


“This will revolutionise Cupid cuisine...” Foreman muttered to himself 
after devouring a second tomato, stopping the thought there to go in for 
thirds. 


Kk 3K 


“T must admit, I didn’t believe you, boss,” Excavator articulated, a little 
less graciously than the transcription suggests, spluttering to get his words 
out between mouthfuls. “When you said this latest batch was the most 
delectable foodstuff you had ever come into contact with, I thought, surely 
not. Surely he’s exaggerating. I mean, come on, your tomatoes have tasted 
nice in the past, but they aren’t that nice.” 


That last comment elicited a stern look from Foreman, subtly ushering 
the newest member of the team onto his next sentence. 


“But I was wrong,” he continued, getting the prompt. “They truly are 
exquisite!” 


“T agree,” Detonator chimed in, having quietly followed the 
conversation while munching his stash, which had now dwindled to naught. 
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He attempted to replenish his reserves but was stopped by Foreman, 
who quickly retracted the tomato basket from Detonator’s reach. 


Detonator’s face was a picture of desolation, this spurning seemingly 
having left him distraught. 


99 


“The rest are for Baker,” Foreman quickly explained, registering 
Detonator’s immense (and, honestly, disproportionate) sadness. 


The dejection in the room did not subside following this revelation, 
causing him to add, “I set an appointment with him yesterday evening for 
after work. Apparently tomatoes are very versatile things.” 


That lifted the mood. It was a relief to learn that Baker would be 
handling the produce in his professional capacity and not because Foreman 
and he shared a previously-concealed emotional bond that outranked the 
Department’s camaraderie. 


“That makes sense,” Detonator replied, understanding of the course of 
action yet still saddened by his unsatisfied yearning for tomatoes. “I’Il look 
forward to seeing what he comes up with.” 


“You know,” Excavator began, deciding a cry of ‘EUREKA!’ was an 
impolite interjection, “if we’re going to be manufacturing a variety of 
tomato-based products, we’ll probably need a warehouse or ten in which to 
store it all.” 


Foreman’s face lit up as if the weight of the world had been lifted from 
his shoulders. 


“Excavator, I think you might be right.” 

“Ooh. Ooh.” 

Detonator rose from his seat and returned seconds later, handing a 
binder chock full of documents and photographs to Foreman. 


“Here’s the list of ‘arguably decrepit’ non-warehouses. The Post Office 
will be a struggle to get a permit for, but most of these should be doable.” 


KK 3K 


After work, in spite of the tragic loss of yet another warehouse to make 
room for, quote, ‘more important’ buildings, Foreman arrived at the 
Homeworld’s primary bakery with his spirits renewed, his mind racing all 
day with the possibilities this meeting could yield. 
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The homely smell of freshly-baked bread hit Foreman’s olfactory 
mechanisms as he entered, planting a reloaded basket of his prized tomatoes 
on the counter before him so as to free up a hand with which to ring the 
little bell also sitting on the counter. 


“Just a moment!” Baker-954 called, before emerging wearing a floury 
apron. “Ah, cousin! It’s fantastic to see you! I’m afraid the bread will need 
to cool for a while before it’s good to eat, but of course that’s not why 
you’re here.” 


“It’s always a bonus whenever I visit, though. Don’t worry about it.” 


“Thank you for bringing some representative samples as we discussed,” 
Baker said, keenly regarding the countertop specimens as well as an equally 
stuffed second basket still in Foreman’s other hand. “May I?” 


Foreman nodded and Baker plucked a tomato from the resting basket, 
continuing to speak and at the same time fastidiously poring over every 
minute quality of the exemplar. 


“It’s a shame there aren’t more among our number with green fingers. I 
always endeavour to use native ingredients in my recipes but it’s simply 
impossible most of the time. Anyway, l’ve already considered several 
possible avenues to explore here. A tart could be quite tasty, but I think we 
should start with a selection of jams for the best spotlight on the 
unadulterated flavours of the fruit, if those flavours are genuinely as 
sublime as you described.” 


“By all means...” Foreman offered, throwing a glance at the uneaten 
tomato Baker was weighing in his hand. 


He accepted the invitation and took a small mouthful. Shock overcame 
his complexion for a flash before it regained its composure. 


“The jam, it is,” he confirmed to a now-jubilant Foreman. 
ok ok 


A few days later, Gourmand-705 and Marmalade-624 had convened at 
the Department of Baked Goods’ headquarters to review the Foreman- 
branded jam ahead of its launch to the rest of the Crew. There were three 
chairs around the table, the unoccupied third reserved for Foreman himself, 
who had still not turned up. 
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Marmalade broke the silence. 
“T was surprised to learn you had been invited to this function.” 
“Whyever so?” Gourmand questioned. 


“IT was led to believe that this would be a private taste-testing session. 
Besides, jam is more my expertise, wouldn’t you say?” 


“IT most certainly would not. The fact of your self-christened 
designation happening to be a foodstuff related to jam does by no account 
grant you exclusive rights to everything in that section of the market. 
Furthermore, /’m present at this event as part of my duties as an acclaimed 
columnist for the Courier. What are the qualifications that would merit your 
place at this table, discounting an idle enjoyment of marmalade?” 


“T’ve unquestionably tasted more jams than any one Cupid alive, my 
friend, and that includes you," Marmalade replied, crossing his arms. “I 
don’t doubt the proficiency of your critical eye when it comes to inferior 
comestibles, but your branching out for the relative fame the Courier brings 
you has left me as the top authority in this niche.” 


Gourmand laughed at that, a condescending laugh devoid of any 
authentic emotions. 


“Your naivety is showing again, Marmalade. Who would believe I’m 
younger than you? The wide-ranging experience of a respected food critic 
such as myself is vital in order to deliver informed opinions on specific 
types of dish. Even if I were to concede that that’s not the case, I’ve tasted 
plenty of—” 

The witty retort was interrupted as both Cupids heard the door open. 
Expecting the increasingly tardy Foreman to be behind it, Marmalade and 
Gourmand were surprised to see their chef for the evening enter the room. 


“IT apologise for the belated start, gentlemen,” Baker said. “Foreman 
seems to be running behind schedule but I know he wished to be here to 
receive any criticisms first-hand.” 


“Be that as it may,” Gourmand began, “but I happen to have a very busy 
schedule with limited vacancies.” 


“T have trouble believing that,” Marmalade muttered, earning a side-eye 
from Gourmand and an almost-indiscernible glance of appreciation from 
the set-upon chef in his crosshairs. 
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“The time of this appointment is fixed,’ Gourmand continued, “and I 
will regrettably be required to forgo experiencing these samples if they are 
not served swiftly.” 


“Yes, well,” Baker faltered. He supposed it was possible — likely, even 
— that Foreman had been called away on a last-minute job without the 
means to update him on his plans. The tomatoes had always been second in 
his heart to warehouse-building, after all. He considered his options for a 
moment longer and then gave in. “Okay. Your food will be out in a jiffy.” 


Gourmand maintained a strict mask of indifference during the meal, 
while Marmalade was more expressive, letting out several noises of 
approval while making his way through the lashings of jam and its 
accompanying side dishes. At its conclusion, Gourmand made a brisk exit, 
once more citing his packed calendar, leaving Marmalade alone to talk 
freely about his thoughts on the recipe with Baker. 


Needless to say, the review was more than complimentary. 
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Part 3 


Another day, another meeting of the Cupid Parliament. 


On this occasion, the subject of debate was the worth (or lack thereof) 
of the Cupid Courier, the Homeworld’s sole newspaper. Prefect of the 
Department of Journalism and the Courier’s editor and head writer, 
Journalist-649, was attempting to explain the benefits of traditional print 
media in a community such as theirs, as he had been doing for the past four 
hours, to no avail. His audience was distant, ill-informed and ultimately 
apathetic to the issue at hand. A typical parliament session, then. 


Journalist reminded himself that this was why he did not make a habit 
of attending every session, especially not while the likes of Pythagoras were 
absent from the meeting and unable to act as voices of reason. He was 
tempted to simply bow out of the nonsensical quarrel and return to applying 
some edits to tomorrow’s issue, but such a move was risky while the 
discourse was still fixated on the Courier. 


The acute impulsiveness of the Parliament was almost a trademark at 
this point, and the situation was not improving. The ‘ingenious’ solution of 
the Copper-Colored Council of Elders to create a new Department every 
time an argument arose continued to inundate the C.I.I. with divisions not 
fit for purpose, and these difficulties only exacerbated the bickering in the 
Parliament further, with each new Department Head automatically granted a 
seat at Parliament with which to perpetuate the cycle. It was conceivable 
that, if Journalist ran for the proverbial hills now, the other MPs would shut 
down his Department as easily as they spawned fresh ones. He was 
determined to not let that happen to his colleagues and was thus forced to 
stand his ground. 


“Many of you have written pieces for the publication!” he shouted, just 
about successful in rising above the jeers of the rowdy chamber. “I remain 
just as confused as I was several hours ago with regards to the origin of this 
sudden feeling of discontent.” 


If he remembered correctly, a random mention of the Department of 
Forestry’s disbanding over consternation involving the potential creation of 
undesirable links between the Prime Earth's primordial Forest and the 
Homeworld, followed by Philatel-426’s deflection to the Department of 
Journalism’s practices after this situation was compared to the postmaster’s 
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use of manilla envelopes, had kickstarted the current argument — but 
Journalist, certain that this wild chain of dubious logic had vanished from 
the other members' minds, hoped to convince them to re-approach the 
situation from a more sensible standpoint. 


“Not everyone has contributed!” Untenable-921 fired back. “Plus, the 
food column from the last issue has left me severely disappointed. The food 
Gourmand-705 reviews should be available for all, yet these ‘ambrosial’ 
tomatoes he so vividly described have not been released to the public!” 


This impassioned argument caused a rumble of activity to surge through 
the chamber, bringing forth a wave of supportive murmurs. 


The point had obviously resonated with most of the room, which 
Journalist took as a positive indication of the Courier’s readership, the 
seeming indifference displayed in the hours prior a temporary glitch — 
brought about by their usual fickleness, perhaps. 


“Foreman and the Department of Construction have been off-world for 
a while now, probably on a prolonged mission,” Optimist-411 reasoned. “T 
expect the tomatoes will get their launch when they return and Foreman is 
able to reveal his tomatoes himself.” 


“And Baker’s been gone, too, which prevents the creation of more 
adventurous tomato products,” Celebration-665 added, a hint of frustration 
creeping in. “I know because he was meant to be making some festive- 
themed cookies for me.” 


“I’ve authorised off-world missions for neither the Department of 
Construction nor the Department of Baked Goods recently.” Taskmaster- 
523 continued, building on the previous nuggets of helpful information. 


“This behaviour is unacceptable and cannot be allowed to go 
unpunished!” Penalty-534 butted in, apoplectic with rage over the 
duplicated cases of truancy. “I submit to the Parliament that all personnel in 
both Departments be exiled to the 667th Universe for a hundred years!” 


The chamber fell deathly silent as everyone within silently considered 
the suggestion, until Judicator-337 offered up something better. 


“Why don’t we just... take the few tomatoes still remaining in 
Foreman’s garden and use the powers of science to speed up the growth? 
That way everybody’s happy.” 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


“Oh, no, no, no. It vould be immoral to steal from Foreman’s garden,” 
Doctor Sigma protested, springing back awake at the mention of science. 


His dissent came too late, though, and was blocked out to all but his 
nearest neighbours by an eruption of cheers at Judicator's solution, which 
would facilitate consumption of the heavenly fruit in the least time while 
disciplining Foreman by proceeding along his plan without him — actually 
a relatively mild sanction for his actions. 


The hubbub settled down in due course, allowing the Elders to declare 
their final judgement on the matter. Cupid-002 stood up to speak as their 
representative, having had time aplenty to collect his thoughts during the 
extended commotion. 


“The consensus on this matter is clear. The Council hereby accepts the 
resolution of Judicator-337 as both viable and in the public interest. An 
edict shall be issued mandating mass production of the tomatoes found in 
the garden of Foreman-964 following the conclusion of this meeting. 
Sigma-063 will assist in this process and Foreman-964 shall be reimbursed 
for the plundered fruit upon his return to the Homeworld.” 


Cupid-002 then retook his seat, and at the same time Cupid-009, the 
least eld- among the assortment of Elders who had bothered to attend 
today's session, rose to issue an addendum to the statement which, by the 
look on the other seven Elders’ faces, had not been authorised in advance. 


“And, erm, can someone go and fetch a few of these tomatoes so we 
can all have a taste before tomorrow? We shouldn’t have to wait for the 
slow crawl of bureaucracy to take effect when we’ve already agreed.” 


He looked around the chamber for a moment, seemingly searching for 
something. 


“You there!” he eventually shouted from atop the Council’s rostrum, 
meeting the gaze of Stenographer-123, whose seat and typewriter were 
segregated from the Prefect benches. “You can go. We’re all but finished 
here, anyway.” 


Actually, sir. That’s not protocol, Stenographer wanted to reply — but 
the words which came out of his mouth in this version of reality were 
simply “Yes, sir.” 
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There wasn’t much point in arguing, and doing so would have only 
prolonged the lead time on the tomatoes, which, truth be told, Stenographer 
was eager to try. A compliant response increased the likelihood that there 
would be some left for him after the Elders and Prefects had had their fill. 


Alternatively, he realised, accepting the errand ensured him the 
opportunity to taste the tomatoes before they even reached the parliament 
building. 


Stenographer hoped009 was correct when he claimed that nothing more 
of note was to occur that day — he did so hate his logs being incomplete. 
However, debates in the Cupid Parliament persisted ad infinitum, and 
predictably, this one was not special. As Stenographer began to move out of 
earshot, on his way to Foreman’s home, he heard a voice — the dulcet tones 
of a Mark IV, if he was not mistaken, opening up a new rabbit hole for the 
discourse to get lost in again. 


“TI must most vigorously object to the statement read out by Councillor- 
002 just now. Specifically, the part in which he intimated that the tomato 
plant was a fruit. It is most certainly a vegetable!” 


A demurring voice, a Mark VI, piped up immediately. 
“You’re wrong. It’s clearly a fruit!” 


Oh well, Stenographer internally bemoaned. Hopefully Journalist is 
keeping notes which gather the gist of it. 


Indeed, Journalist was still paying attention, albeit not to the extent the 

earlier drama had required. He would, at least, be able to catch 
Stenographer up on the broad strokes. 
In his absence, the Department of Fruit and the Department of Vegetables 
had ineffectually gone back-and-forth over who between them had 
jurisdiction to deal with tomato-based activities in the Homeworld, the 
Department of Vegetables had expressed frustration about the fact that 
Gourmand-705 had failed to attend the day’s meeting of parliament in order 
to provide his culinary opinion, while the Department of Fruit reiterated the 
sentiment behind Foreman’s absence and lamented that they could not call 
upon his viewpoint as an amateur botanist. The arguing carried on for some 
time before the Council of Elders created the Department of Tomatoes to 
oversee the operation, with a couple of high-ranking members of each of 
the two arguing Departments defecting to comprise its workforce. 
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Journalist listened intently as the former Deputy Prefect of the 
Department of Fruit took their newly earned seat in the Parliament and 
began to outline his plans. All in all, Journalist was satisfied with the day. 
He had been able to save the Courier from being made defunct and, by the 
sounds of it, the Crew would have use for it very soon, because the fallout 
from Foreman’s outrage was surely set to become front page news. 
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Part 4 


Larrikin was prepared to attack the day with full force. He hadn’t slept 
(not that slumber was strictly necessary for a Cupid) yet felt as energised as 
he had been in a long while. His mind was literally whirring with ideas, his 
positronic brain in overdrive as he considered endless possibilities for 
today’s timetable. Pranks would be involved, obviously (this is, after all, 
Larrikin we're talking about) but a faint question mark still hovered over 
the specifics. His weapon of choice was clear, there were still at least two 
warehouses full to the brim with tomatoes on the Mainland Cloud alone. 
Who were his targets to be and in what creative but also quirky and exciting 
manner would he assail them with the fruit? 


As to the first point, he was unsure. A mass exodus of the Homeworld 
had occurred seemingly overnight, and Larrikin had not been bored enough 
to subject the remaining population to a new census. Ellis-1512 was either 
slacking on the job or had taken his Department of Relocation and relocated 
with the rest of them, for his Department had failed to produce any of the 
statistics on emigrants which they they historically chosen to. ‘Chosen’ was 
definitely the operative word, because permanent moves away from the 
Homeworld were exceedingly rare and their fancy-pants spreadsheets were 
released every week, most often with no change to the numbers. 


“Typical for ‘em to disappear the one time they’re actually 
needed!”’Larrikin mused aloud, shaking his head with civic disdain before 
returning to the day's more important matters: debating who to hit with a 
barrage of tomatoes. 


The lack of an updated census meant the only prank candidates he could 
be sure of were members of the Crew whom he had personally seen in the 
last few days, or — to put it in other words — the previous victims of his 
tomatoey brand of fun. 


Acquaintanceship was right out, as were Ally and Dandy. 
Acquaintanceship had invited them both to a tasting party in the early days 
of what some had dubbed the First Tomato Age, invitations which they had 
accepted. Larrikin had also been invited, but had been forced to skip it due 
to some important roguery involving a cluster of plastic spiders. 
Apparently, though, a second set of invitations to an off-world shindig had 
been extended to attendees of the first gathering, because a couple of days 
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later, they left to take part, along with a great swathe of the Crew — the 
very exodus which was now vexing Larrikin so. 


Fair enough, Larrikin had thought at the time, the warehouse decor 
around here is a sure fire damper on the party atmosphere! 


The vexing thing was, however, that nobody had returned. A 
supposition that they were gorging themselves on tomatoes was most 
assuredly an understatement at this point. 


“How much can a Clockwork Cherub physically consume before it 
becomes a problem for the Doc?” Larrikin wondered again. 


He waved the thought away with his hand, aware that he had become 
distracted from today’s activities yet again — but banked the idea for 
another day. It sounded like an experiment with potentially fascinating 
results — and it wasn't as if the Doc hadn't patched him up after schemes 
even moreill-advised than that. 


Considering the rest of the Blue Feather — that just left Pessimist and 
his cheerful counterpart, Pseudo-Pessimist. Both of these were still 
candidates. Granted, he had not actually laid eyes upon either of them — 
but Larrikin knew Pessimist wasn’t the sort of guy to experiment with any 
kind of new food, and Pseudy, as great company as he often was, probably 
didn’t know what a tomato was or how to approach eating it. 


In terms of others, he had pelted Paintbrush-122, Companionship-790 
and Vintner-328 on his previous sprees, so they were all options. He was 
also responsible for replacing every object in Bibliophile’s office with 
tomatoes, though he was an unlikely target now, as that had been during the 
First Tomato Age while everyone was on their tomato highs. 


Larrikin was also aware that his old buddy from the Triangular Society, 
Robespierre-1665, was still milling around, because he had been a willing 
and eager co-conspirator in his tomato-based capers for most of this Second 
Tomato Age. For this reason he, too, remained off the table for pranks, at 
least while their collaboration could produce more spectacular stunts than 
either individual working alone. 


“Conquest woulda loved this,’ Larrikin reflected, sadly. “The 
Parliament gone, the Homeworld almost to ourselves.” 
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Larrikin had never wanted to overthrow the Parliament, not really — 
the Society, for him, had been nothing more than another outlet for his 
mischievous ways. Still, he couldn’t help but feel a kinship with the other 
novices, and mourn Conquest’s loss when he finally overstepped the mark. 
Gaius and Robespierre kept in occasional contact, but he’d not seen much 
of Conspiracy at all since it happened. Perhaps the loss of the outlet to 
freely scheme with his fellows had hit him worst of all. 


“Ach!” Larrikin groaned, once again catching himself in the middle of a 
tangent, and not a particularly joyous one. 


He needed cheering up. 
Improvisation was often the mark of a great prankster, anyway. 


Throwing the plan to the wind, he picked up two burlap sacks of 
tomatoes and left his house, ready for some top quality high jinks. 


The eternal sunshine of the Homeworld glinted off of Larrikin's copper 
form as he emerged into the open, lugging the two weighty sacks behind 
him. 


All was quiet. He could not see any indication of Cupid life in the 

immediate vicinity, and the only organic material to speak of were 
tomatoes, in varying states of decomposition. Some were stacked in pallets 
outside doors, having been hand-delivered by the Department of Tomatoes 
during their official rollout. These were still edible, albeit clearly on the 
turn. Other tomatoes lining the pathways had been splattered on the ground, 
their sticky juices staining the celfoam and causing annoyance to any 
unfortunate soul who failed to pay sufficient attention to what was in front 
of them. Larrikin had to take responsibility for most of these, and it rather 
went without saying they were no longer fit for consumption, the artificial 
sunlight’s heat being especially potent on the disassembled fruits and 
causing the beginnings of an unpleasant whiff. 
Larrikin continued walking for a little while, until he reached a warehouse. 
(it had turned out that there were already enough spare warehouses on the 
Homeworld to alleviate the need for the Department of Construction to 
build any further tomato-oriented ones.) 


At this point, Larrikin had still not seen anyone, friend nor foe, and was 
now soundly regretting his decision to bring this many supplies. It was 
undeniably overkill if the Homeworld was as sparsely populated as this 
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stretch of the Mainland Cloud suggested. Firing up his anti-grav engines, he 
rose above the pongy fruit layer to a height at which he could survey the 
ground at a swifter rate. The streets either side of his current location were 
similarly devoid of people, so he activated his thrusters and set about 
finding some company. 


Before long, he spotted some activity at ground level and glided down 
to investigate. Well, ‘activity’ was a misnomer. He had observed the 
possibly-sleeping form of a Cupid, face-down on the floor and surrounded 
by a crescent of untouched tomatoes. 


Larrikin landed near the scene with a gentle thud and immediately 
recognised the prone Mark III. 


“Oh, hey Pessy,” He said. “I knew you'd still be here!” 


“Where else would I be?” Pessimist replied, unmoving, face still firmly 
planted in the ground. “And don’t call me Pessy.” 


“Why not? I thought ya liked it!” 


“What I like is not debating this. Every second we spend discussing it is 
one more second I’m unable to spend motionless with nobody talking to 
me, and even that has its downsides.” 


“Aw, don’t be like that,” Larrikin countered, officially exhausting 
Pessimist’s remaining willpower to push the point any further. “To answer 
your first question, you coulda gone to that tomato-tasting party almost 
everyone was invited to. I knew you wouldn’t have attended, though. We’ve 
been friends for long enough!” 


Pessimist was too tired to fight the semantics of the word ‘friend’. They 
were certainly associates and colleagues, but was ‘friend’ the correct term? 
Larrikin was the person he fraternised with most, however inadvertently on 
Pessimist's part, and although he didn’t want friends and would rather be 
left in peace he supposed Larrikin was technically one of the people he 
least-hated to disturb that peace. Yes, they were friends, he privately 
concluded — at least when Larrikin wasn’t involving him in some tiresome 
impishness. But he wasn't about to tell Larrikin that. 


“So I was thinking,” Larrikin continued, “now we’re both together, we 
should pull off a little bit of top tier japery as a team! What do ya think?” 
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The question extracted the strongest reaction yet from Pessimist, who 
rolled over onto his back in order to talk to Larrikin roughly face-to-face, 
though the strength to stand up for the conversation still eluded him. 


“No, thanks,” he said bluntly. 


“C’mon,” Larrikin responded, pleadingly. “Look at all this ammunition! 
These tomatoes are practically begging to be used for devilish behaviour. 
But ignoring that for a minute, it’s not good for you to lie there all day. How 
long were you even here before I found you?” 


The question might have been rhetorical. Pessimist definitely would 
have interpreted it as such, but that conundrum was rendered moot as 
Larrikin neglected to wait for an answer, suddenly hit with another burst of 
inspiration of how to win over his friend. 


“Oh, look at this!” he exclaimed with fervour, reaching behind his back 
and producing a child’s water pistol. He brandished the gun for a moment in 
Pessimist’s eyeline and then in demonstration delivered a short playful 
squirt aimed at his face. 


The shot splashed his face, resulting in two red streams trickling down 
his cheeks. 


“Pretty cool, huh? I replaced the water with tomato juice!” 
“Very clever.” 
“Don’t worry, I made sure to bring two with me!” 


“Fantastic.” Pessimist answered, with none of the enthusiasm expected 
by Larrikin in this scenario. 


“Great!” Larrikin reacted, taking Pessimist’s response at face value with 
all the enthusiasm possible. “I haven’t met anyone else today but if we 
wander—” 


“Larrikin! Is that you?” A far-off voice called out. “Ah! It is. Brilliant!” 
Hullabaloo-621 rushed over to join his compatriot. 
“You’re the only one I’ve seen all day.” 


Moving closer, he also noticed the once-more lifeless body of Pessimist 
on the floor, partially obscured by celfoam. 


“Oh. Hi, Pessimist. I guess that makes two.” 
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Pessimist opened his eyes as acknowledgement of the greeting, before 
silently allowing Hullabaloo to return to his discussion with Larrikin. 


“Listen, I’ve got an idea for a bit of fun while everyone’s away, but I 
think it’s a two-person job,” Hullabaloo explained. “It involves a heist and a 
massive explosion. Are you in?” 


Larrikin’s eyes visibly lit up at the proposition, and he gave his reply 
without hesitation. 


“Of course! Where are we going?” 


Larrikin had been ready to follow Hullabaloo into battle, but stopped in 
his tracks for a second and asked another question, this time addressing 
Pessimist. 


“Ts that alright, Pessy? This idea sounds more fun compared to what I 
had planned for us.” 


“Please, be my guest” came the reply, prompting a short chirp of 
excitement from Larrikin. 


The two Cupids set off purposefully, bound by a shared goal, leaving 
Pessimist to roll back over to the position he had been in prior to the 
disturbance. 


“Thank you.” he uttered, as the invigorated discourse and pitter-patter 
of footsteps slowly faded away to nothing. 


“T think the endless supply of tomatoes is a red herring for mischief 
makers,” Hullabaloo elucidated, walking in step with Larrikin as he guided 
him to their destination. “Sure, they’re fun to start with, but the number of 
applications is quite limited once you’ve peppered your first dozen victims 
or so. The genuine article, for my money at least, is...” 


He paused, rounding the next corner to reveal — 
“The Department of Baked Goods?” Larrikin finished. 


“Exactly! The pure, uncontaminated tomatoes are _ scattered 
ubiquitously, high and low for as far as the eye can see. The Department of 
Tomatoes were very efficient, kudos to them I’m sure. The Department of 
Baked Goods, on the other hand, didn’t have the infrastructure to cope with 
the new demand for gourmet dishes with a tomatoey twist after Baker 
dessert-ed his post.” 
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Larrikin awarded the pun with a chuckle before getting to the point. 
“That’s what I thought. So what’s the trick?” 


“The Department was producing jams en masse, for Gourmand’s 
review, et cetera, before the Age of the Tomato ever started.” 


“Which means there should be a stockpile of jams for us to play around 
with in that building.” Larrikin completed, finishing the thought. 


“Precisely.” 
“Well, then. What’re we standing here waiting for?” 


With that affirmation, Larrikin was still more than amenable to the idea, 
and the duo began making strides towards the bakery. 


The promised ‘heist’ was a little less thrilling than the image of the 
action-packed adventure in which he used all his guile to escape a hairy 
situation that Larrikin had conjured. They had encountered no resistance 
and found the supply of jam-packed jam jars unguarded and behind an 
unlocked door. The most troubling predicament to resolve was the best way 
to cram all that jam into just two sacks, rather than the question of whether 
they would leave the building uncaught and with their freedom intact. 


Eventually, Larrikin and Hullabaloo transported almost the entire 
reserve of jam to slap bang in the centre of the Mainland Cloud, poured out 
from their small jars into a steel industrial vat Larrikin had found stashed in 
a warehouse yonks ago . For readers wondering, the solution to the two 
sacks, oodles of jam riddle had been to make several trips to and fro, after 
the prospect of an eyewitness-induced time limit to the robbery had been 
discredited. 


The two Cupids stood in admiration of their achievement, the colossal 
jam vessel looming above, casting an imposing shadow over them and the 
surrounding area. 


“Can we blow it up now?” Larrikin asked fervidly, after another 
moment of silence. 


“That’s the plan!” Hullabaloo declared, with a restlessness to match. 
“Unless you want to take a bath in it, first?” 


Larrikin conspicuously wrestled with the joking suggestion for a 
second. 
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“Not today,” he replied, almost dolorous at the rejection. “But we are 
totally doing that some other time!” 


“Fab. We had some pyrotechnics and other explosive stuff left over 
from the filming of the upcoming Christmas Special of Rainbow Adventures 
so [ll fetch that and rig it all up now. You’re welcome to come,” 
Hullabaloo added. “It’s all stored at the Department of Cinematography so 
there’ll likely be some props lying about the place.” 


“Really?” the elated response burst out. “This truly is the best day.” 


At long last, Hullabaloo was ready to set off the explosives which he 
had delicately placed, while Larrikin had worn himself out shooting prop 
guns during his impersonation of Kyrag, Scourge of the Zyrkkon system 
and all-round do-badder. 


It was time. 


With a call to Larrikin, who had returned to the vat, Hullabaloo lit the 
fuse, and they both watched as a shower of confiture blotted out the skies. 
The blast carried the jam from the epicentre as far as the Mainland’s 
extremities, resulting in one of the Homeworld’s most peculiar weather 
phenomena yet as thick splodges of the stuff assaulted the cloud as if a 
cataclysmic hail storm had spontaneously manifested, localised to a single 
village. The barrage lasted for seconds and was over just as quickly, leaving 
behind in its wake delicious, fruity splatter marks on every building and in 
every street. 


Larrikin broke into a wide grin, then rushed over to Hullabaloo to 
commend him on a stunt well executed. Hullabaloo was pleased beyond 
words with the result, rarely afforded the opportunity for such unorthodox 
extracurricular experiments. He would have to ask Meéliés about trying 
something similar for next season. 


Meanwhile, Pessimist was awoken by a projectile with some serious 
welly pounding him in the lower back. 


Whatever it was, I’m still alive. I probably have a debilitating injury so 
I'd best not try to move. 


And with that conclusion soundly arrived at, Pessimist fell back to 
sleep. 
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Part 5 


Conspiracy-1263 hauled another fresh bulletin board from under his 
settee and continued his investigations, determined as ever not to let a 
conspiracy ruin Christmas. 


The past couple of weeks had been hectic. The flawlessly curated routes 
through his house, with most of its surfaces interconnected with red string 
and its innumerable stacks of documents piled shoulder high, had started to 
cave in. The surge in activity as the festive period drew ever closer had 
overburdened Conspiracy in spite of his preparations to combat that 
eventuality. Pieces of evidence were flowing from every pore and soon 
whole wings of the house would surely become inaccessible. 


He had not actually left his home since the countdown to the first began 
in earnest, though he had kept himself abreast of the latest developments, as 
he always did, through his subscription to the Cupid Courier. The 
newspaper was, unfortunately, propaganda regurgitated by pro-Christmas 
cronies, but it was the best he could do while protecting himself from the 
increased threat of incursion at this time of year. 


The early November issue presented nothing untoward at first glance: 
unassuming news articles, a frivolous food column, a flurry of 
advertisements, and the first part of a Rainbow Adventures tie-in story. 
However, Conspiracy was able to uncover a sinister message lurking behind 
the innocent words: subliminal messaging fiendishly designed to coerce the 
reader into continuing their Courier subscription. How was he supposed to 
wait an entire week until he knew if the other Rainbow kids were able to 
rescue Little Billy before missing out on the chance to meet Santa? There 
could have been riots in the Homeworld about this! The newly-introduced 
serialised storytelling was obviously designed to cause unrest and 
ultimately topple the pillars of Cupid society one by one. 


The next issue provided more evidence, in the fact that it was primarily 
penned and edited by Nadar-124, hitherto photographer-in-chief, who had 
plainly wrested control of the Department of Journalism from Journalist- 
649 in a clandestine coup d'état. Who knew what Nadar would do with his 
newfound power? Conspiracy had a good idea of what that would entail: 
today the Department, tomorrow the world! What’s more, part two of the 
Rainbow Adventures tale had been postponed indefinitely so as not to 
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“impose on Journalist’s creative version”. Never mind all this talk of 
tomatoes which Nadar had come up with by way of an explanation for his 
increased involvement in the publication — it was so conspicuous a smoke 
screen that Conspiracy didn’t even need to alert the authorities about it. He 
was sure Journalist would be reinstated by next week. 


PARLIAMENT LEAVE HOMEWORLD TO ENJOY TOMATOES! 
Pah! 


Conspiracy was confounded, then, when no evidence of Journalist’s 
return had appeared in today’s issue. In fact, there hadn’t been anything in 
today’s issue, or else the Department had failed to deliver it. There were 
two options: either Nadar’s dictatorial ambitions had been realised to their 
fullest extent and he had discontinued the Courier as one of the first acts in 
his Reign of Terror — or Nadar was truly benevolent and the underhanded 
scheme currently afoot in the Homeworld had an alternative explanation. 


He had dismissed the tomato headline as a blatant fabrication. Could 
that be something of relevance, assuming for a moment that Nadar was not 
a despot obsessed with universal domination? That idea sparked a 
recollection, and Conspiracy shuffled away to his disused kitchen where he 
had originally erected evidence board G-4. He removed the pin holding up 
the newspaper clipping of Gourmand-705’s most recent food column to 
date. On a second glance, the notoriously difficult-to-please reviewer had 
been unusually complimentary to the tomato jam. Perhaps he had been too 
enthralled by the other theory and there really was something here? The 
epiphany hit him seconds later and Conspiracy began scurrying around his 
house, darting from evidence board to evidence board as he remembered 
the locations of every one of Gourmand’s previous food reviews in order to 
reanalyse them. He had certainly stopped short of insulting dishes 
occasionally, but Conspiracy was certain he hadn’t ever been so enamoured 
with a meal. 


He would confirm his belief in due course, and this meant that, 
especially in light of the Courier’s non-appearance, it was finally time for 
Conspiracy to brave a visit to the Mainland Cloud. 


As Conspiracy traversed the gap between clouds, 1t became abundantly 
clear to him (more so than it was already) that something was going on, and 
now a tomato-based trick was looking the most plausible. The stench of 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


rotting fruit invaded his olfactory receptors as soon as he opened his front 
door, and the scent only increased in strength as he approached the 
Mainland Cloud. 


Adding to the evidence, he had also corroborated that the Gourmand 
review was anomalous, with the only prior example coming close to the 
lofty heights set by Foreman’s jam being a ‘neutral’ opinion of a difficult- 
to-pronounce ancient Wellsian delicacy served at the Interdimensional 
Tavern; every dish prepared by a Cupid (few in comparison to his whole 
oeuvre) had been met with disparaging criticism of some kind, albeit only 
levelled by the waiting staff being present on rare occasions. 


Conspiracy performed a cursory flyover of the Mainland and spotted 
nobody. Either people had taken cover from the scarlet devastation by going 
inside, or they had taken cover by fleeing this dimension entirely. He leaned 
towards the latter, as there had evidently been no clean-up operations. 
Tomatoes littered the street, some decayed beyond recognition without 
supplementary knowledge of the last few weeks’ events, while blotches of a 
red viscous substance Conspiracy presumed to be jam filled in the gaps. 
Remaining airborne, for it was unsafe to be exposed directly to the tomato 
produce without learning more, something which would be nigh impossible 
to accomplish at ground level, Conspiracy considered his next move. 


A lead of some kind would be nice, he mused. The fleet of Fog Ships, if 
there are any left, would be unlikely to provide any useful details which I 
could interpret for the whereabouts of the others. Investigations into fellow 
residents of the outer clouds might be worthwhile, but should only be 
pursued when the rest of the options have been exhausted. The Department 
of Journalism was already on its hands and knees last week. The presence 
of any unfinished articles which bring further enlightenment to the situation 
is doubtful. Likewise, there will be no up-to-date Parliament records to be 
found in the Archives. That leaves the two Doctors —a scientific or medical 
perspective on proceedings. 


Wavering for all but a second, Conspiracy began his flight to Doc-012’s 
general practice on the other side of town. 


I need some treatment for my painful joints, anyway, so its a 
constructive trip even if Doc isnt there, he reasoned. Besides, I always did 
fancy myself something of an expert in medicine. 
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Conspiracy descended on the Doc’s humble base-of-operations. The 
Crew rarely got ill beyond minor cases of ageing components or corroding 
copper plating, and the more complex issues were usually referred to the 
scientists or the Problem-Solvers before a consultation with him was 
arranged, negating the requirement for a lavish surgical wing. 


Conspiracy gained access through a window, smashing the pane with 
his scarcely used bow and arrow, standard issue for all Cupids though he 
had not made serious use of his since his training assignments to the 
Euclidean Plane. Even those simplistic romanticisation missions had given 
rise within him to certain misgivings about the higher-ups in the society, 
subscribing to an anti-love potion stance from that early age which failed to 
garner any more missions for him. 


Conspiracy fluttered down through the newly-opened hole into 
reception, the crush of glass beneath his feet resulting in minute scratches to 
his bodywork, but nothing which couldn’t be buffed out later. The ear- 
piercing shattering was also accompanied by a shriek from Doc’s office and 
the muffled sound of another glass object fracturing, possibly a vase 
succumbing to the forces of gravity. The Mark XIII had only a moment to 
orient himself in the unfamiliar surroundings, side-stepping a trail of red 
footprints and leaping over the unmanned desk, disappearing from view just 
as the office door opened. 


“Hello?” a voice called — clearly a Cupid’s, but Conspiracy was unable 
to identify them beyond that with nothing to go on but the narrow view of 
their feet and ankles he was afforded from his current vantage point. 


“Is someone there?” the voice asked again, apparently moving forwards 
to examine the suddenly-arisen source of airflow and the shards dirtying the 
floor. 


Conspiracy could see from this angle that this was the person to whom 
the footprints he had briefly spotted belonged, but again any further 
identification was impossible. 


The Cupid ummed and ahhed where they stood, obviously pondering 
what to do about the phantom window-breaker. They began to head to 
Conspiracy’s hiding spot, edging worryingly close to the reception desk, 
then walked on by until they reached the conventional entrance. 
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“Is anyone here?” they shouted, having poked their head out of the 
door, more of an exclamation directed at all of the Homeworld’s residents 
this time instead of a nervous inquiry attempting to discern the presence of 
a possible intruder. 


With Conspiracy’s mouth zipped shut, and nobody else in range to hear 
the cry, the Cupid gave up and returned to Doc’s office, presumably to 
continue whatever activity had been interrupted. 


Conspiracy carefully extracted himself from the uncomfortable position 
his hurried hiding place had left him in, trying not to make a peep as he 
crept over to the office door, now open a crack. He craned his head around 
the corner, allowing him to recognise the Cupid currently rummaging in the 
drawers not as Doc-012, but a fellow trespasser — none other than Igor- 
1612. There was a burlap sack propped up against a computer monitor, half- 
filled, and a bouquet of hydrangeas helplessly recumbent on the floor near 
the desk, lying in a modest pool of water and glass. Igor himself was 
clutching a piece of paper impressed with scruffy handwriting, occasionally 
glancing down at it while ransacking the place for its supplies. His lower 
body was also caked in tomato juice, probably as a result of trawling 
through the streets instead of taking the aerial route. Conspiracy would have 
to be careful if we wanted to get close, though first he had to more clearly 
ascertain Igor’s motives. 


As if on cue, Igor slammed the top desk drawer closed and opened the 
bottom drawer, the expression on his face telling Conspiracy that it was 
similarly devoid of anything he was looking for. 


“Where is it? Where is it?” Igor muttered, once more referring to the 
paper (a list?) for reassurance that he wasn’t simply losing his mind. 


He turned to furtle around the higher of the shelves adjoining the wall, 
an area which, as evidenced by its cluttered contents, he had already 
searched at least once. 


“We cant progress unless it's here.” 


Igor persisted in repeating his hunt, becoming increasingly desperate. 
Meanwhile, Conspiracy hypothesised in the other room, having temporarily 
withdrawn from the office to avoid detection. Igor’s rambling confirmed 
there to be at least one other Cupid besides themselves in the Homeworld. 
Being the lab assistant of Frankenstein-818, he was surely the smart money, 
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Conspiracy thought, or he would have done if gambling wasn’t a thinly- 
veiled plot to trick people out of their earnings. It was simply the most 
likely option, especially as Igor seemed to be collecting supplies for some 
kind of ongoing experiment. 


This was a positive outcome. Conspiracy harboured a greater 
willingness to trust the self-proclaimed “Mad Scientist” of the Crew than 
most of the rest of them, who went about their day simply pretending they 
were normal. His background as a protégé to his namesake would 
undoubtedly be helpful in discerning the chemical rationale behind the 
tomatoey tumult. 


There was just one niggle. Well, two. Frankenstein was famously 
reclusive, sometimes not emerging from his Castle for weeks on end, 
instead relying on Igor to visit the amenities while in the midst of his 
research. Therein lay the problem: he would likely be reluctant to curtail his 
current project in favour of the one Conspiracy was to propose, if he was 
cooperative enough to hear out the proposal in the first place. The second 
issue was the fact that Igor was smeared in tomato juice which, if 
Conspiracy was right in his suspicions about the substance, would leave 
Frankeinstein highly vulnerable to infection, thus precluding him from 
assisting even if he wanted to. 


So then, to summarise, he would have to prevent Igor from 
contaminating anything further and gain access to Frankenstein’s castle to 
force an audience with him. 


Conspiracy pondered for a moment. There was only one thing for it. 


He prepared his burlap sack and waited for Igor, still fruitlessly engaged 
in his search, to turn his back. 


“AAAAHHHH!” 


Igor flailed his arms as he was suddenly shrouded in darkness, failing to 
get the better of his attacker. The arm ploy proving ineffective, he jutted a 
leg out with force, making copper on copper contact. 


Conspiracy let out a small groan, then clapped back in response. 
“Please stop struggling! It’s for your own good!” 


He immediately relaxed his stance, though the compliance was 
incidental to the puzzlement which had defused the scuffle. 
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“Conspiracy? Is that you?” he asked. 


“That’s irrelevant,” Conspiracy declared, before the question truly hit 
him. “What makes you say that?” he followed up. 


Igor ignored the query, his belief confirmed, and replied with yet 
another question. 


“Why have you sacked me, Conspiracy?” 


“There’s no time to explain,” he said, his authoritative tone reclaimed. 
“I’m taking you to Frankeinstein’s Castle.” 


“That’s okay,” Igor said simply, accepting his fate. “I was heading there 
in a minute, anyway. Can you take my burlap sack with you please?” 


Conspiracy acceded to his captive’s demands after a brief period of 
deliberation. 


“Fine. But don’t think I’m letting you out of the sack until we meet 
Frankenstein.” 


Conspiracy might have rethought the negotiations if he had checked the 
weight of Igor’s sack because carrying all that equipment and a full-sized 
Cupid was the antithesis of a walk in the park, but no matter — eventually 
they made it to the front gates of the castle. 


“We’re here!” Conspiracy shouted, the relief evident in his voice. 


A respite later and he was once again single-mindedly focused on his 
goal. 


“You'll need to disable the defences before we enter,” he told Igor. “I 
can barely fathom how many secret trapdoors, surprise portcullises and axe- 
hurling tripwires there must be.” 


“Those measures are only employed when both Frankenstein and I 
leave the castle unattended. He’s still there and I just quickly popped out for 
some provisions,” Igor elucidated, unenthused as all hell after the turbulent 
ride to the castle which he had endured. 


“What’s the code?” 
“Let me out of the sack and I’II tell you.” 


“T’m afraid I can’t do that, Igor. You’re a danger to yourself and others 
at the moment and I need to consult with Frankenstein before even thinking 
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about releasing you.” 


“Well, then...” Igor replied, leaving the sentence unfinished and 
allowing the silence to fester. 


Conspiracy finally spoke up, concluding an awkward quietude. 


“You seem to forget which one of us is currently sacked. I bear you no 
ill will, Igor, but it is of utmost importance that we expose the conspiracy 
currently afoot in the Homeworld.” 


Realising as soon as the words left his mouth that may have sounded 
slightly too threatening 1n juxtaposition to his benign intentions, he changed 
tack. 


“You don’t normally see nobody on your supply runs, do you? And I’m 
sure you noticed the smell.” 


Ugh. That sounded insulting, too. 
“What I mean is —” 


“T know what you mean. As uncomfortable as the trip back was, at least 
it bypassed the fruit.” 


Igor considered the matter further, letting out a sigh. The sooner 
Conspiracy met with Frankenstein, he supposed, the sooner he’d be de- 
sacked. 


“*]-8-1-8. P've been trying to persuade Frankenstein to change it for 
ages, regardless. It’s far too easy to guess. It just jumps near the top of the 
priority list now.” 


“Fantastic! Let’s go!” 


Conspiracy picked up both sacks once more and breached the perimeter 
of the castle. 


“T really am sorry about this necessary evil. I promise you’ll be out of 
that sack in no time!” 


Conspiracy deftly worked his way through the castle’s many dead-ends 
and secret passageways, Igor proving himself to be an exceptional navigator 
even while working blind. Their collaborative efforts located Frankenstein 
posthaste, hunched over a work surface in the secondary lab. There were 
beakers containing some unknown chemical quietly bubbling away to his 
side and an (empty) autopsy table in the centre of the room. Frankenstein 
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was obviously absorbed in his experiment, focused enough to not register 
Conspiracy entering the room. 


“Hello!” he said, enthusiastically. 
No response. 


“Greetings, Doctor!” he reiterated at a volume moderately above his 
normal speaking voice. 


This introduction caught Frankenstein’s attention, and he turned away 
from his current task. Expecting to see his assistant, he was shocked to see 
an older, unfamiliar Cupid before him. 


“Who are you?” he asked in an inquisitive tone. “I knew I was right 
when I told Igor he should be leaving the booby-traps activated at all times. 
The fact they take an hour and painstaking precision to traverse without 
harm both ways is not a good enough reason to compromise security.” 


He proceeded to mutter to himself. 


While Conspiracy considered whether to provide the long answer or the 
short one, Frankenstein studiously examined the interloper and noticed 
Igor’s shabby burlap sack in his left hand. 


“Where is he? What have you done with him?” he queried, cutting off 
any potential response to the more light-hearted question, his tone now 
clearly accusatory and with shades of anger creeping in. 


“Well, I, I —” Conspiracy stuttered, thoroughly unprepared for the 
confrontational turn his introduction had taken. 


“I’m here,” Igor cut in, his voice still suppressed by his current 
circumstances. 


Conspiracy watched for a second, observing Frankenstein’s facial 
features contort into fury over his friend’s... kidnapping? Maltreatment, if 
nothing else. However, this time it was Conspiracy’s turn to jump in before 
his conversation partner opened their mouth to speak. 


“Yes! All safe and sound, I assure you.” 


Conspiracy hurriedly tipped up the burlap sack containing Igor and 
deposited him onto the autopsy table. He landed with a thunk, and then the 
pile of copper limbs unceremoniously regained an upright posture, the 
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mediaeval architecture granting him plenty of head clearance despite the 
fact that he was on a table. 


“A little worse for wear, perhaps,” Igor gently contradicted. 


“This is the perfect segue to my reason for coming here, today!” 
Conspiracy said, regaining his cheerful composure after a quick glance at 
Frankenstein to ensure he would not (instantaneously, at least) be the victim 
of his wrath on account of that last comment. “There is a conspiracy afoot 
and we three are the only ones who can stop it!” 


At this, Frankenstein shot a bemused look in his assistant’s direction. 
Conspiracy perceived this and sensed he was losing his captive audience. 
He tried to recover. 


“T should explain. The Homeworld is deserted but for us three, and 
perhaps a few stragglers. My hypothesis is that the cause is a malevolent 
one, rooted in the tempting flavours of the tomato which has enraptured 
everybody and sent them off to an as-yet undetermined location. We must 
find the cure and we must find the Cupids!” 


If Conspiracy was expecting a thunderous round of applause and a 
standing ovation for his speech, he would be sorely disappointed. Both 
Frankenstein and Igor were standing, probably by coincidence, but at least 
it was something. Instead, Frankenstein gave Igor a questioning look, 
unsure whether to be intrigued by the enigma brought to him or worried by 
ramblings of a madman. 


“There were a lot of tomatoes,” Igor confirmed. “And I didn’t see 
anyone else on my supply run.” 


“As you can see,” Conspiracy further clarified. “Igor here 1s covered in 
the substance, hence why it was important for me to temporarily detain him 
in case this virus, affliction, craving — whatever it is — can be spread by 
direct contact.” 


“T see,” Frankenstein replied. 


A lengthy silence followed, during which Frankenstein turned the 
matter over in his mind. Finally, he spoke. 


“A sensible precaution, albeit hamfistedly executed. I take it you’ve 
come here to enlist my scientific expertise, specifically for the ‘finding the 
cure’ part of your plan?” 
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Conspiracy nodded. 


Conflicting emotions clouded Frankenstein’s face and once more Igor 
intervened with crucial information. 


“T couldn’t find the part needed, on the off chance that that impacts your 
decision.” 


“What? It wasn’t in Doc’s office? You checked everywhere?” 


“Twice. It’s possible someone else borrowed it, or Doc has it on his 
person, but no one’s around to ask.” 


Frankenstein’s features relaxed, the dilemma resolved, then twisted into 
a complexion of determination. There was still time to salvage this 
experiment before it became too late. 


“I’d be happy to help!” 
He grabbed an empty flask from the work surface and handed it to Igor. 


“Firstly, I need a sample of that juice, Igor. If you can collect it there 
without spreading it around anywhere else except that sterile table, that 
would be fantastic.” 


While Igor was performing this task, Conspiracy ushered Frankenstein 
to the corner for a sidebar. 


“Thanks for taking on this case, first of all. ’'ve long admired your 
work. Second of all, though, is there some kind of dungeon in this place 
where we can hold Igor?” 


“Of course there are dungeons, my dear fellow! What sort of a man do 
you take me for? However, I don’t think such an action is necessary.” 


“Aren’t you worried he’ll try to run away like everyone else?” 


“This is only one of my laboratories. Pll be conducting my research on 
this issue in the one with the best equipment and facilities. Igor can stay 
here for the duration of my work.” 


Conspiracy began to object, but Frankenstein continued to shoot him 
down. 


“As you don’t strike me as the most scientifically-minded chap, you can 
stay and keep an eye on him if you so wish. I simply won’t subject my 
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friend to confinement based solely on a supposition, no matter how likely it 
may seem.” 


Conspiracy nodded, and they both returned to Igor’s side. 


There was no way Igor would sneak by him. This conspiracy would not 
ruin Christmas if he had anything to do with it. 


KK 3K 


By the next evening, Conspiracy had not seen Frankenstein since he 
took the tomato sample from Igor and disappeared further into his castle 
soon after they arrived. In the meantime, Conspiracy had been closely 
monitoring Igor for any signs that his condition was changing. He was 
pleasant company during this time, though had been adamant that 
Conspiracy should not ‘check in’ on Frankenstein’s progress unless tangible 
new information presented itself, and this definition pointedly did not 
include the many theories they were devising to while away the hours of 
their shared quarantine. Igor was confident Frankenstein was toiling away 
on the problem, and that assurance would have to be good enough for 
Conspiracy lest he irritate the great scientist and find himself excluded from 
the results of the experiment. 


“I’m sorry,” said Igor. “But I just don’t buy Jenny and Thymon being 
responsible for this. I know you’re a little paranoid of off-worlders, but 
Thymon is one of us. I speak to him occasionally when collecting obscure 
shipments for wacky inventions, so I’d like to use a veto to eliminate them 
as suspects.” 


“A veto? We don’t get vetoes,” Conspiracy responded. 


“Why not? With no leads to follow-up on, this hypothesising is wholly 
hypothetical. It does us no harm to broaden our horizons for this ephemeral 
stretch of time. You never know, we might stumble into identifying the real 
culprit if we humour other possibilities.” 


Conspiracy smirked at the idea, clearly sceptical that it would guide 
them anywhere, but nevertheless he began to clear the Jenny/Thymon 
quadrant of the brainstorming blackboard they had set up. Once this had 
occurred, he jotted down in chalk the names of other potential suspects, 
beginning with Foreman-964. Still filling the board, he communicated his 
thoughts to his partner. 
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“His Honour the Cupid Prime. This conspiracy must go right to the very 
top of our community. We have to be prepared for the possibility that 001 
orchestrated this thing to rid the Homeworld of ‘lesser’ beings and live here 
on his own in perpetuity.” 

“Hm,” Igor pondered. “While it’s true that 001 doesn’t care much for 
the idiosyncrasies of Cupid society, he isn’t the world’s biggest fan of the 
Homeworld itself, either. There are no beaches, for a start. I’m sure he 
would rather leave us here and go holidaying at destinations of his choice 
than manufacture an elaborate scheme which would take that blithe lifestyle 
away from him. Next?” 


“Foreman is an obvious suspect. He was the one who brought the 
tomatoes to the Homeworld in the first place, and he was the one who 
sowed the seeds for its widespread distribution. Motives: he has made his 
wish to tear down the stamp wing of the post office very publicly known. 
Luring everyone away from the Homeworld is a golden opportunity to 
make that happen while circumventing the permits of the Parliament.” 


“The Department of Construction would have surely returned by now if 
that was the case. There is no opposition left which could prevent the 
demolition of the post office,” Igor reasoned. ““Who’s next?” 


“Philatel-426. He would have overseen the delivery of the tomato plants 
to the Homeworld and could have tampered with them prior to giving them 
to Foreman so as to frame him of the crime and alleviate himself of the 
burden of worrying about his stamp wing’s fate?” 


Igor was about to politely dismiss the idea as equally likely as the 
previous, but was struck suddenly by the minutiae of Conspiracy’s 
reasoning. 


“T think you may be onto something.” 
“Ha! I always knew Philatel was a bad egg. How didn’t I —” 


“No, no, not that,” Igor said, curtaining Conspiracy’s celebrations. “You 
said Philatel might have interfered with the seeds before Foreman received 
them. What if someone tampered with them before Philatel received them, 
or even before the Interdimensional Post Office did?” 


The realisation dawned on Conspiracy’s face. 
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“You were right. We’ve fallen afoul of our fixation on Homeworld 
residents, but — but I don’t think this was an inside job.” 


Conspiracy immediately moved to rub off all the pre-existing text 
presently on the blackboard, proceeding to frantically scribble a raft of new 
suspects, all non-Homeworlders, in its place. 


“Wellsians, Muskrats, Geometrons,’ he voiced with disdain. 
“Salamandyrs, SavageMen, Detraxxi.” 


He continued on ardently until the board could take no more names. 
“So many options — but who’s your best bet, Igor?” 


Conspiracy gazed at the board and contemplated which of the names he 
thought was most likely to have done the crime, but snapped out of it upon 
realising that Igor had not replied. 


“Tgor?” 

Conspiracy turned around to an empty room. 
Igor was gone. 

Ach! I’ve blown it! Hes escaped! 


Conspiracy spiralled into a prodigious panic, calming down quickly 
only because of his slim hopes to rescue the situation. 


I wasn t writing for that long. He cant be too far ahead of me. 


The thought echoed around and around in his mind as he rushed 
through the castle, retracing his steps from the day before back to the 
entrance. 


“T simply can t let him get away,” he said aloud, steeling himself for the 
task to come. 


Locating Igor was relatively straightforward. After leaving the castle, 
which had not had its burglar alarm set, Conspiracy had spotted a tiny speck 
hovering over the Mainland Cloud and away from his direction. Naturally, 
he had pursued the speck, and it soon became less like a speck and more 
like a Copper-Colored Cupid. 


“Igor! Igor!” he called, generating no reply. “Igor, wait!” Conspiracy 
repeated, quickly gaining ground on him and eventually pulling alongside. 
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Igor continued to ignore Conspiracy’s presence, who found him to have 
a scatterbrained demeanour, almost as if Igor himself wasn’t present and his 
body was being puppeteered by an outside influence. Conspiracy attempted 
to obstruct his path a couple of times but Igor simply flew around him, all 
while maintaining the same trajectory. 


“Igor, talk to me!” Conspiracy tried once more, once more to no avail. 
He began to ponder. 


“Okay, this development is clearly as a result of the tomato juice you 
came in contact with,” he stated, more to himself than Igor but hoping in 
vain that the vocalisation of his thought process would pull him out his 
trance. “I think this would have counted as information ‘new’ enough for 
Frankenstein but there’s no time to tell him now. Assuming it is the 
tomatoes causing this, that means you’re looking to leave the Homeworld, 
which means...” 


Conspiracy looked down and spotted the Celestial Foam Network in the 
distance. They were heading straight for the neighbouring Fog Ship Parking 
Garage. 


“You'll need a Fog Ship!” 


At this realisation, Conspiracy left Igor’s side and sped off to beat him 
there. 


Unusually, there were only four ships in the parking garage, with the 
rest, Conspiracy presumed, used to facilitate the departures of the rest of the 
population. Conspiracy gambled on the one nearest to him from where he 
had arrived and concealed himself underneath the backseat with epic 
urgency. 


A few tense minutes later, Conspiracy heard the hemisphere of his Fog 
Ship open, followed by the bleeps and pings emitted by the dashboard when 
a destination is programmed into it. 


The Ship dematerialised following a wait of another few seconds, 
streaking away to parts unknown. 
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Part 6 


The cloud capsule raced through the Void Between Worlds, its pilot 
unresponsive to the many eldritch horrors lurking in the nothingness. One 
such being almost consumed the Void Ship, baring its many rows of teeth in 
anticipation of a lovely dinner, but the ship moved too quickly, the monster 
resuming its wait for supper and for a ship travelling at a more regular 
velocity. 


The ship proceeded unharmed, and one close call later (this time a near 
miss with the hull of a cruise liner) it completed its journey and materialised 
in a universe which the Cupids had only ever explored through a brief 
check of a Celestial Telescope. The locals called it the Prime Universe, as 
most residents of multiversally-aware worlds tended to do with their own, 
though the Council of Frogs referred to it by a much less catchy designation 
somewhere close to the 5.2x10%74th Universe — so an alternative name 
was fair enough, really. 


Specifically, the Ship had arrived on the seventh planet orbiting the Star 
of Unvaloon, and even more exactly, on a large uninhabited island in the 
northern hemisphere. Uninhabited, that was, save for one. 


Gulgrux Kolkrum was in his workshop, labouring away over the 
decapitated corpse of an android. Its innards were exposed, Kolkrum re- 
examining every aspect of its internal mechanisms. 


He was still yet to entertain any guests. Had he missed something on 
the body? Unlikely — he had pored over the thing’s components dozens of 
times. It was more likely that he had simply misunderstood one of them. 
After all, he was really a botanist at heart. His technical expertise, at least as 
far as sentient robots went, was nothing more than a means to an end; it was 
not his passion. 


Even so, he was surprised by the conclusion that not one robot capable 
of interdimensional travel had been affected by his tomatoes. Obviously 
they weren’t all created equal, the diversity in the Order of the Automata 
was evidence enough of that, but he was confident the formula for his 
synthetically-enhanced tomatoes should have worked on at least some 
machine metabolisms. Perhaps the problem was one of sample size. He had 
initially only supplied the product to a handful of lesser-frequented locales 
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to avoid being besieged by an entire society of automatons all at once. In 
the absence of results, it was possibly time to take that leap. 


Kolkrum saved the rest of that thought for future consideration upon 
hearing engines outside his hut. He dropped his tools and rushed outside to 
see what it was. Either it was a long-awaited spacecraft from another world, 
or it was another irksome campaigner for the upcoming elections on the 
continent. (He’d already stated to several representatives that he was non- 
partisan and didn’t intend to cast a ballot. No, he absolutely did not count as 
a floating voter. Yes, his decision was final. How many times did he have to 
momentarily abandon his research to reiterate that fact before being forced 
to install deterrents on the coast?) Whichever of the two it was, the matter 
would need his immediate attention. 


To his relief, it was the former, although the ship, resembling a cloud, 
was not one with which he was familiar. A hatch popped open before he 
was allowed time to marvel at the ship’s design any further. A tiny robot, 
approximately two feet tall, climbed out and proceeded to stand statuelike. 
The unmistakable form of a Clockwork Cherub was standing before 
Kolkrum, not that he knew the name. 


Gulgrux Kolkrum laughed with glee and wandered over to it. 


“Hello? Hello?” he tested, waving a hand in front of its face and, when 
that failed to provoke a response, violently shaking it on the spot. 


Nothing. 


It worked! The tomatoes were a success! He had engineered a strain 
encoded with an irresistible urge to journey to specific multiversal 
coordinates, all while turning the consumer into a zombified husk for good 
measure. This product had wide-ranging uses, primarily as a bioweapon, 
naturally. A full investigation into where exactly this — was. that 
clockwork? — thing was from was now the order of the day. 


Fingers crossed, thought Kolkrum, they have an archenemy willing to 
fork over good money for their total annihilation. 


His fleeting lapse into daydreaming about his future wealth, or rather, 
even greater future wealth, was annulled by the sound of three more clouds 
materialising in the immediate vicinity. 


“Fantastic! Definitely not a one-off, then.” 
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His lip curled into a smirk as he returned to his phantasmagorias of 
opulence but the smirk was wiped from his face as he watched the other 
three clockwork robots exit their crafts, his dreams of grandeur fading, this 
time pulled too far beyond reach for his conscious mind to easily recall. 


One of the new Clockwork Cherubs was armed with some kind of bow- 
and-arrow device, and all were glaring at him contemptuously; they were 
certainly not emotionless puppets devoid of their free will. 


The Cherub standing in front (the leader?) stepped forward and levelled 
their bow directly at Kolkrum. 


“Am I to take it that you are responsible for this fiasco?” they said. 


“T, I,’ Kolkrum stuttered, desperately trying to figure out which answer 
wouldn’t put an arrow in his heart, before meekly admitting the truth. 
“Yess” 


He was outnumbered. Lying would only serve to antagonise his new 
friends further. Unfortunately, the follow-up to that response was the 
request Kolkrum had been dreading ever since the exchange began. 


“What have you done to bewitch my colleague over there? Reverse the 
effects or perish.” 


“Please, please,” Kolkrum begged, pre-empting his answer by falling to 
his knees with a grovelling plea. “I haven’t devised a cure yet. 


He paused. 


“Don’t hurt me,” he added, head now drooped in anguish, no longer 
able to meet the eyes of his executioner-to-be. 


“Such a shame,” the robot responded, its voice oozing with faux 
sincerity. 


Then, it tucked away the bow-and-arrows and pulled out a handheld 
blaster with arguably greater brand cohesion than the primitive equipment. 
The android proceeded to turn away from Kolkrum and discharge the 
weapon into the path of its comatose counterpart. 


Kolkrum flinched at the zap but realised after a few seconds he was not, 
in fact, dead. Looking up to see what twist of fate had saved him from an 
untimely demise, he observed the same four golems as before with the 
caveat that the one who had arrived first was now lying unmoving on the 
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ground with fresh scorch marks decorating a newly-formed chest cavity. 
Still on his knees, he looked at the leader in askance, not yet having 
mustered the courage to engage the murderous enforcer in unsolicited 
conversation. 


“She had been spreading vitriolic rumours about my prowess on 
missions for years,” she commented sedately, sensing his confusion. “Tl 
look forward to writing up the report detailing this mission.” 


She glanced away, now addressing her deceased associate. 


“T wonder what your cause of death will be — something cowardly and 
undignified, no doubt.” 


She grinned, pondering the choice, before turning her attention back to 
Kolkrum and assuming her former stance with the bow once more. 


“Well, now that’s settled, all that’s left to hash out is what to do with 
you. Remind me why I shouldn’t shoot you with this handy-dandy 
crossbow I brought along?” 


Uh 
I thought she’d been distracted. Think, Gulgrux, think! 


“T could... help you?” he said, still unsure where the sentence would 
finish. 


“Go on.” 


“My experiments here demonstrably brought one of your kind to this 
island contrary to their will. ’'d be happy to share my findings and produce 
more tomatoes to achieve a similar effect.” 


Kolkrum stopped speaking and ushered in a lingering moment of 
silence. Was that sufficient? Should he keep speaking? 


“T don’t suppose you have any other long-standing grudges you would 
like taken care of?” he questioned, hoping to prompt a positive reaction. 


The Clockwork Cherub considered the proposal and lowered her bow in 
agreement. 


“No grudges, per se, but your proposition has merit. Yes, with a 
competent person in charge I believe the plan could be quite prosperous 
indeed. You were foolish not to anticipate pursuit to this universe from able- 
minded individuals.” 
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Kolkrum nodded. It was a fair critique, and one he would have rectified 
with a small taskforce of mercenaries during a later stage of the plan. He 
would have diagnosed himself with paranoia if he had anticipated whatever 
this was happening immediately so maybe he was simply unlucky. 


“Great! It will be fantastic to work with you on this,” Kolkrum beamed, 
trying not so subtly to conceal his fear under the guise of excitement. 


“I’m Gulgrux Kolkrum, nice to meet you.” he continued, initiating a 
handshake which was not reciprocated. “What’s your name? Once we get 
the pleasantries out of the way I suggest we —” 

Kolkrum was cut off. The android leader’s interjection was cold and matter- 
of-fact. 


“I’m afraid you misunderstood our arrangement, Mr Kolkrum. There is 
no ‘we’ from this point forth. You shall work under my direction or else 
we’ll be forced to fall back on my other offer.” 


Kolkrum bowed his head subserviently, visibly crestfallen. There was 
clearly no use masking his true emotions, as they were obviously of no 
consequence unless they impeded his work in some way. 


Satisfied with how run-down he was already, Kolkrum’s ‘business 
partner’ continued her lecture. 
“Your first priority will be to devise an antidote to this affliction and 
provide me with it, to ensure my personal immunity should any unforeseen 
incidents occur. And as for my name? I am D454-Rancour, and I claim this 
island in the name of the Drove of the Demesmaekerite-Dyed Discordias.” 


KK 3K 


Igor and Conspiracy’s journey through the Void was less tumultuous 
than their Discordia trailblazers. This was mostly down to dumb luck, of 
course — Igor was in no more control of his faculties than D-043 
Abhorrence had been when she'd made the trip. Igor’s slightly different 
route helped, as did the fact that many of the eldritch abominations on the 
way deemed the Fog Ship to be small pickings compared to the Sestenoid 
Fleet they had devoured while it attempted to reach the 42nd Universe in 
order to invade. 


Conspiracy remained secreted under the seats for the time being, 
uncomfortable though it was. Igor had shown no desire to harm him while 
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they were flying alongside each other on the Homeworld, but it might be a 
different matter entirely if he were to fiddle with the controls or try to 
dissuade him from reaching their set destination. The effects of this 
affliction were still largely unknown, so it was best not to risk it. As it was, 
Igor did nothing for the flight’s duration, adopting a motionless pose to go 
along with his blank expression after programming in the mystery 
coordinates. 


The Fog Ship landed in due course, appearing in the same courtyard in 
Gulgrux Kolkrom’s universe as the Discordias had done weeks previously. 
Unlike on that occasion, however, Igor was not greeted by Kolkrum 
himself. Instead, the welcoming committee consisted of two bored-looking 
Discordias, who stood there with Golden Apples of Discord in hand as a 
token show of aggression. 


“Here comes another Cupid,” noted one of them as the echoing of the 
Void Ship’s engines became increasingly distinct until materialising fully. 


“The first one in two days,” replied the other. “Can you believe Rancour 
has us on sentry duty? It’s so unnecessary to stand here all day when they 
arrive obedient little husks from the get go.” 


“T don’t know, Malign. Is it really so bad? Besides, she is our boss. We 
shouldn’t be speaking ill of her.” 


“It’s easy for you to say that, Bathory. You’re a fresh-faced Mark 19. I 
should be retired, not faffing around on missions where I stand around for 
hours on end.” 


While the two Discordias conversed, Igor stood up and popped the 
hatch on the Ship. 


So, it was the Discordias all along! I had my suspicions. 


Conspiracy stayed prone, hoping to eavesdrop on the rest of the chat 
too. 


“T think she’s always had it out for me,” continued Malign. “Jealousy is 
her problem. I’ve stood in the way of her achieving the best revulsion 
record during missions for decades. Calling me up for service now instead 
of allowing me to retire to the Homeland is simply a petty form of 
payback.” 
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“You shouldn’t say that, you know. I’ve heard things about what 
Rancour does to people who badmouth her.” 


“Oh, I wouldn’t worry, my dear. You young’uns place too much stock 
in rumours. I’ve always found Rancour to be all bark and no bite, so to 
speak. At least with regards to those she knows she can’t best.” 


Igor had climbed out from the Ship and resumed a rigid upright position 
in the courtyard. 


“We should probably be getting this one with the rest,” Bathory 
suggested, gesturing to the Cupid before them and accepting her elder’s 
point about the excitable younger generations. “If you want a break, I could 
escort this one to the depository while you deal with the Ship.” 


“Perhaps with a few stops along the way before reaching the storage 
bay on the north side, eh?” Malign replied, catching her meaning. 


With the chatter now concluded, Conspiracy needed to urgently decide 
on his next move. A detour around a Discordia’s favourite holidaying 
haunts would not prove very helpful in unlocking the full story to this 
conspiracy. 


Perhaps he could continue to hide, and pounce on the lone Discordia 
once they had taken off? No good, it would be difficult to land the Ship 
again without being spotted, and that was if he was able to overpower her in 
the first place. The wings made Discordias notoriously awkward to burlap 
sack effectively. 


That meant leaving the Ship now was the best option. Escaping 
undetected was out of the question with multiple witnesses at close 
quarters, leaving escaping detected as the only alternative. 


A proverbial lightbulb appeared over Conspiracy’s head as an idea 
came to the fore. 


Malign proceeded towards the Fog Ship, while Bathory began to lug 
Igor in the opposite direction. Cupids were heavier than they looked! 
Conspiracy poked his head out of the hatch at the same time as Malign 
moved to climb in, wearing on his face the same vacant stare he had 
observed on Igor. 


“Hey, Bathory! There’s a second Cupid here,” Malign shouted. 
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“Leave it with me!” she called back. “You’re right when you say this 
isn’t a two-woman job.” 


Malign hurried Conspiracy out of the Ship and dematerialised it, while 
Bathory left Igor waiting to come back for him. Soon all three were on their 
way and, though Conspiracy tried to maintain his composure, once Bathory 
fell behind him and Igor to push them forwards, he couldn’t help but break 
into a small grin at the continuing success of his master plan. 


The room Conspiracy found himself shoved into did not conform to the 
Discordia chic, confirming (if it hadn’t been obvious from the brief glances 
at other buildings he stole during the walk) that this was not their planet, 
originally, and that they had not been in residence long enough to make 
their mark at a foundational level. It was expansive and sterile, akin to a 
hospital ward or a laboratory for a scientist sans the mad, an impression 
contrasted by the lack of medical or scientific equipment and the 
intermittently flickering lights overhead. 


Clearly it’s not worth it to have some decent bulbs in here, Conspiracy 
thought. Or someone is attempting to communicate with me in Morse code. 
A pity I didnt bring my manual, so we'll have to assume the former for now. 


The rationale for the lack of equipment, meanwhile, was a little more 
clear-cut. As far as Conspiracy could see, the whole room was chock-a- 
block with dormant Cupids. Even in the low light, he could recognise 
fellow Triangular Society alumni Robespierre and Larrikin near the 
entrance to the facility. He wandered over to them, whispering. 


“Psst. Robespierre. It’s me, Conspiracy.” 

When that failed to produce a response, he addressed Larrikin. 
“Larrikin. Larrikin, can you hear me?” 

Again, silence. 


Conspiracy had obviously anticipated these reactions, or lack thereof, 
with Igor displaying much the same symptoms, but it didn’t hurt to check if 
an extra few days of inactivity had done anything to ease the condition. He 
neglected to give them a physical once over on account of Robespierre 
being splashed with tomato juice and Larrikin being smothered tip-to-toe in 
jam. 
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A cursory examination of his friends completed, Conspiracy waded 
through a dozen rows of Cupids at minimum before reaching the back of 
the room. He wasn’t entirely sure what he was searching for, but hopefully 
patient zero bore a vital clue. 


Unfortunately, Conspiracy was in for a disappointment. Foreman was 
the aforementioned patient zero and he did not exhibit any outward signs of 
a malady, save perhaps for the absence of the classic scarlet hard hat atop 
his head. Conspiracy theorised the hat was in fact in league with the 
sentient hats of Thocopra but wisely saved this avenue of exploration for 
after he had eliminated the possibility of the Discordias’ involvement, also 
formulating the idea that it fell off and was discarded while Foreman was 
transported to this area as a less likely explanation. Whichever was true, he 
could officially rule out Foreman himself from contention as a suspect in 
this conspiracy. 


He moved on, coming to a rest at Gourmand and Marmalade. Both 
turned up very little, aside from a well-preserved marmalade sandwich on 
the latter’s person which Conspiracy reluctantly left behind. 


The next group he came across was his former peers from the Cupid 
Parliament, who lined up in formation for several rows. Conspiracy had 
little reason to suspect the MPs of foul play in this scheme, but he refreshed 
his mental note to continue investigating their many domestic machinations 
once this affair was over. However, he singled out Philatel and Journalist 
for a closer inspection, in search of evidence implicating him in the case of 
the former, and in the case of the latter, anything which could inculpate 
Journalist’s co-worker, Nadar. Again, this search was futile, only 
uncovering a rare stamp which depicted the likeness of the short-reigning 
Volstoff the Feeble, hastily produced while Volstoff’s castle was besieged 
by the forces of the rightful ruler, his sister Zerkzi the Indomitable. 


Continuing his surveilling, Conspiracy unambiguously cleared Nadar 
and made it back to where he started, with Robespierre and Larrikin. He 
knew they were innocent of wrongdoing, of course, but with the absence of 
any useful insight from the rest of the Crew he checked them nevertheless, 
doing his best to work around the foodstuffs which smothered them. 


This pat down, finally, resulted in something to write home about; he 
knew he could trust his friends to come up with the goods. Robespierre 
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concealed a homemade slingshot on him while Larrikin carried a toy gun 
half-filled with tomato juice, both of which had the potential to be useful 
should he find himself in a confrontation. 


He was still no closer to finding a cure, or a way of returning the Crew 
to the Homeworld, however, but Conspiracy had an inkling of who did 
possess this information. It followed that the Discordias would have an 
antidote on account of the close contact some of their number had shared 
with the afflicted Cupids. There were no soporose Discordias present in the 
room, meaning any of the following: that they had been placed in a separate 
location, that their anatomy was distinct enough that the substance did not 
affect them in the same way as the Crew, or that he was correct in his 
assessment. Conspiracy decided to assume that he was right until it was 
proved otherwise. That approach hadn’t yet failed him in life, and was 
currently casting him in the role of his race’s saviour. 


His objective now clear, Conspiracy headed towards the door. It wasn’t 
unlocked, but it didn’t hurt to try, unlike the good ol’ shoulder barge which 
was his second idea. He pushed down on the handle and it opened with a 
click. 


Huh. 


Conspiracy stepped out into the sun. 


I guess they thought there was no point in guarding the infected 
once their condition had been verified. In fairness, that logic has 
proven to be flawless thus far. It’s that pesky verification process 
which leaves a lot to be desired. 

KK 


Rancour laid back in her plush office chair, her metallic feet scratching 
the beautiful carved mahogany of the desk upon which they were resting. 
The chair was comfortable, so much so that she was contemplating bringing 
it back to the Homeland once the mission had concluded, but as for the rest 
— well, the bright and tropical environment had started off unappealing and 
the feeling had only been aggravated by the recent decrease in new Cupid 
footfall and the correlated decrease in unique Cupids she could humiliate to 
her heart’s content. There was something viscerally satisfying about sowing 
the seeds of resentment among a population with a few well-aimed apples, 
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observing from the shadows as the unrest festered before the society finally 
broke down. Rancour replicated the last stage and in doing so had realised 
that the fun of spreading hatred was the whole journey. 


A timid knock scattered Rancour’s thoughts and brought her back to 
reality. Things could be worse. She was leading a modestly-sized squadron 
of Discordias and had brought down the Copper-Colored Cupids, the 
perennial thorn in their side. No other could be said to have achieved that 
much. Certainly not that exile Blackheart. Rancour could not keep a smile 
from creeping across her face as she remembered the prestige her former 
compatriot had once held. 


Well, no more. Blackheart had continually failed in her mission to 
destroy the Cupids. Rancour had not. Now Rancour would surely rise up to, 
and beyond, the level that Blackheart had once held in the eyes of their 
esteemed Maker. Yes, Rancour mused with another smile, things could 
certainly be worse. 

“Enter!” she said at last, addressing the unknown knocker-at-the-door. 


A few seconds passed before Bathory hesitantly edged into the room to 
deliver her latest report, still subconsciously hoping that she could fob the 
task off to somebody else despite having already committed to the task. 


“Hurry up, woman! I’ve got important things to attend to,” Rancour 
commented, noting her underling’s sluggishness.” 


“Yes, ma’am. Another Fog Ship arrived earlier today. Occupants: two 
Cupids.” 


Bathory placed a tablet on the desk and turned to leave, praying the 
concise summary of her write-up was sufficient considering the broad 
strokes were the same as always, but her extraction from the interaction was 
postponed by a question. 


“Say — Bathory, is it? How many Cupids have we captured to date?” 
“Oh. Um. I’m sure I could collate those statistics for you.” 

“An estimate, then.” 

“It must be more than fifteen hundred, at least.” 


“Which means there are how many living Cupids we have not 
captured?” 
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If Bathory had the ability to perspire, now would be the time she would 
have begun sweating bullets. 


“We don’t have access to that information.” 
Rancour stared at Bathory, as if to ask why she, personally, didn’t know. 


“Other cultures tend to respond better to the Cupids’ mission of love 
than our mission of hate so we’re pretty sure they have a much better 
mortality rate,” she explained. “Any figure would be a wild guess.” 


“Okay,” Rancour replied. 


Quiet ensued as Rancour’s gaze remained fixed on Bathory, unmoving 
and offering no hint that she was about to be dismissed. Bathory’s tone of 
finality obviously hadn’t struck home as hard as she'd intended. Was 
Rancour really going to force a number out of her? 


“Zero? A dozen?” she eventually answered back, a rollercoaster of 
varying intonation desperate to convey the meaninglessness of the response. 
It could have been hundreds for all she knew but presumably something on 
the lower end of the scale was what her superior wanted to hear. 


Rancour gave a slight tilt of the head, apparently indicating she was 
pleased with the answer. 


“You may go.” 


As much as Bathory was loath to prolong the exchange, there was 
something else she needed to address. 


“One more thing, ma’am. I was exposed to the strain while placing the 
two Cupids in storage earlier.” 


“Noted. I will see to it that a second dose of antidote is prepared.” 
“Yes, ma’am.” 


Her continued autonomy ensured, Bathory headed for the door, almost 
knocking an ornament off of the desk with her wings in her hurry to leave. 


“And — Bathory? Good work.” 


Fantastic, she thought. You idiot. Now with every further Fog Ship 
she'll be calling for you to ask why you gave such inaccurate numbers. 


Meanwhile, Rancour carefully considered her next move, luckily or 
unluckily for Bathory, not putting too much faith in her figures. 
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She’ a fool, but its always easier to mould the younger generations. 
She could be useful yet, especially when I make it crystal clear in my 
mission report who provided me with this intelligence. 


Elsewhere on the island, Gulgrux Kolkrum sat in his lab, watching a 
test tube bubble over in boredom. This was not, Gulgrux hastened to add, 
the laboratory he would have made use of a couple of months ago. No, that 
was under new management. He was actually standing in his amateurishly- 
converted second kitchen. He found himself spending lots of time in the 
kitchen lately; the Discordias hated him and he wasn’t too fond of them in 
turn, so it only made sense that they would avoid each other. This task had 
been quite easy to achieve following the actioning of the ominously labelled 
‘Phase One’ of the plan, at which point he ceased to cultivate the tomatoes. 
Posing as a storekeeper to sell that Cupid his tomatoes instead of the strain 
he requested had been a nice diversion but he would have told himself to 
feel more bitter sweet had he known it would herald the end of such 
frivolities for him. 


Gulgrux poured a chemical into a different test tube, observing a similar 
but faster reaction occur. 


In fact, the only real experiments he had performed since Cupids started 
arriving on the island was — 


‘“Kolkrum! A new dose of antidote is needed for tomorrow.” 


The familiar grating voice of the Discordia leader filled the air, her 
demands just as familiar. 


“You wouldn’t have to exert yourself so often by coming all the way 
over here to request that if you simply allowed the remedy to be freely 
available for all your troops.” 


“Your concern is truly touching, I’m sure, but neither my schedule nor 
medical condition is of any pertinence to your work. Furthermore, that was 
not my primary reason for gracing your hovel with a visit.” 


“Oh? Do tell. ’'m on tenterhooks,” Gulgrux said, clearly not on 
tenterhooks. 


“T will be rallying my forces later today to officially declare ultimate 
victory over the Cupids, and perhaps to denigrate you if there’s time on the 
programme. Your attendance is mandatory.” 
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“No, thanks.” 


“You will attend or you will die,” Rancour clarified. “And in case your 
puny fleshy mind is failing you, the threat is no longer hollow. The Cupids 
are all captured, and while it would be inconvenient to delay the plan to 
allow Doctor Stigma time to re-synthesise the antidote based on your 
workings, it would be just that — inconvenient. Nothing more.” 


With that, Rancour turned and left, leaving Gulgrux to reflect on his 
predicament — but not before some final parting words. 


“Actually, it’s a wonder I haven’t already bitten that bullet and executed 
you. It must be because of your humorous tendencies.” 


KK 3K 


Conspiracy wandered around the complex. He was not aimlessly 

wandering, per se. He knew where he was going, it was just the matter of 
where specifically that was which was eluding him. 
Before long, dusk began to set in (had he really spent that much time 
examining his compatriots?) and the available light was dwindling with its 
coming. Conspiracy had not been eating his carrots — he had exposed that 
as a myth perpetuated by the British during the Second World War to 
obfuscate their use of radar technology — but, nevertheless, his night vision 
was satisfactory. The cover of darkness was possibly another weapon in his 
arsenal, but so far it was not an arsenal he had any impetus to delve into. 


Conspiracy had only observed a total of five Discordias patrolling the 
island since his arrival, including the two who had immediately attended to 
him and Igor. This seemed a logical extension from the door to the Cupid 
storage area being unlocked; it was not a huge leap to suggest that this 
platoon of Discordia were a little short-staffed on account of the negligible 
effect presented by the Crew in its current state. That, or the rest of the 
Discordias were somewhere else, either hidden from view inside, or no 
longer on the island at all. Conspiracy still favoured the theory that they had 
all left, possibly afflicted by a similar disease to the Cupids but engineered 
in bananas instead of tomatoes — that there was some greater mastermind 
at work lurking in the shadows. In short, he hoped there were still hidden 
layers of the conspiracy which had yet to be unravelled. The leads to prove 
his hypothesis would almost certainly be inside, so that’s where he headed, 
specifically for the largest building he had seen with its lights on. The 
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Discordias must have left in such a hurry that they forgot to turn them off, 
Conspiracy supposed. 


He supposed incorrectly, and learnt as much almost instantly. Softly 
crossing the threshold into the interior, the chatter of voices was clearly 
emanating from one of the rooms. As Conspiracy tracked exactly which, 
peering into each one — nobody needs buildings with this many identical 
rooms, he idly thought — the chatter died down and gave rise to a single 
voice as puissant as the collective had been. He followed this auditory 
beacon and soon the incoherent muffled murmurs became discernable 
muffled speech. It did appear to be a speech, in the other sense of the word, 
as — when Conspiracy peeked in through the slit of glass in the door — he 
saw a Discordia at the other end of the room, atop a raised platform, 
delivering a rousing address to her fellows, who were seated in rows 
looking up at her. 


“The struggle between love and hate ended tonight!” the speaker 
proclaimed. “The Crew of the Copper-Colored Cupids is no more — or 
their number, at the very least, has been so reduced as to completely cripple 
their society.” 


“This must be their leader,” Conspiracy mused aloud to himself, the 
closed door protecting him from the earshot of those on the other side. “Or 
perhaps she’s an entertainer, putting on a dramatic performance.” 


“Thanks to I, D454-Rancour, henceforth known as Rancour the Reaper, 
the Discordias shall be troubled on our hatred-spreading missions no 
longer!” 


Yeah, Conspiracy’s bet was on stage actor. Whatever the case, the 
Discordias would be incentivised to use the antidote (if it existed) on her 
should she be exposed to tomato juice, either to save their fearless leader or 
proceed with the theatre productions indefinitely. Conspiracy fixed his gaze 
on the room once more, scrutinising it for a way to get close enough 
without being spotted. This entrance was good for going undetected, the 
rows of Discordias too engrossed in the show, but he suspected that no 
matter how enthralling it was he would not get away with a mad dash to the 
stage scot-free. His scan was fruitful, turning up what appeared from this 
angle to be a side door behind the stage. This one would definitely put him 
in range for a shot with Larrikin’s pistol; all that remained was the question 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


of whether he could slip away after it occurred. This was the most crucial 
aspect of the plan; if he was captured, he would be unable to trail the actor 
to the antidote stash and the quelling of the Cupids would thus transcend 
from fiction into reality. 


Conspiracy briskly worked his way around to the other door, the 
corridors in Discordia Land thankfully rather intuitive in terms of junctions 
and their endpoints. He crept into the conference hall, pushing the door ajar 
just a crack, aware that it was just barely visible from certain seats in the 
crowd. Once he had secreted himself in a corner, obscured by several bits of 
scaffolding, he pulled out the gun and mimed the shot he would take. 
Without returning to the Cupid storage area, there was only enough 
ammunition for two or three generous squirts at most, but as far as 
Conspiracy knew, the extent of a person’s exposure was immaterial; a 
greater concern was accuracy, albeit not the greatest, as the short distance 
meant there was no need to call in the sharpshooters of the Scarlet Wings 
for this one. His greatest worry had not changed from the escape route, with 
the tomato juice’s impact on a particular point of the Discordia having the 
potential to publicise his location before he got a chance to disappear. 


“Now, onto a few points of admin,” the Discordia said, continuing her 
spiel, the act taking a stark turn from the stirring theatrics of moments’ past. 
“Obviously D996-Reaper will be informed of the necessity for a change to 
her chosen name in order to avoid conflict with my epithet, which takes 
precedence. She will be referred to simply by her numbered designation 
until such a time as she selects a new appellation.” 


Conspiracy wracked his brains, sensing this was the denouement of the 
narrative, then remembered. 

Yes! Of course! 

Using his spare hand, he pulled out Robespierre’s slingshot. If he used 
both weapons in tandem, maybe it was possible to cause a diversion in a 
different sector of the room long enough for him to flee the building 
unseen? It was his best hope and he totally intended to gobble up what the 
universe had served for him. He lined up the shot and prepared to pull the 
trigger. 


Meanwhile, Rancour’s rigmarole was coming to a head. 
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“Finally, I know you’re all selfishly wondering what sort of 
commendations, if any, you'll receive for your relatively minor 
contributions in this trrumph. Rest assured, however. I will personally see to 
it that each of you receives an appropriate amount of recognition. The 
Discordia Homeland shall be contacted at first light to arrange —” 


Rancour paused, her leg suddenly and inexplicably wet. The brief 
silence caused by the stoppage to her presentation was broken seconds later 
by a clatter from across the room. One of the Discordias seated along one of 
the middle rows rose to investigate the source of the noise, while Rancour 
placed a tentative hand on her left lower thigh so as to ascertain the 
substance by which she was assailed. The former picked up the suspicious 
object on the ground and turned it over in her hands. 


“Ts this... a gun?” she assessed uncertainly, holding it up to Rancour’s 
eyeline for a second opinion. 


At the same time, Rancour recoiled her hand to find it stained red. In an 
instant her face deformed, contorting from its usual levels of anger and 
frustration to become immeasurably incensed. 


“Find and eradicate whoever is responsible for this!” 


She bellowed the order to ensure beyond all doubt that the entire room 
heard her clearly, causing many of the attending Discordias to break out 
into feverish whispers. Rancour sounded both enraged and genuine, but the 
‘this’ to which she referred surely couldn’t be the toy gun which had just 
been found on the floor, could it? 


“IMMEDIATELY!” 


Rancour was indeed seething, and this latest one-word command (in 
italics and all caps, no less) was the last prompting the Discordias needed to 
take the situation just as seriously, in spite of its peculiarity at surface level. 
Everyone knew that if Rancour was in a ‘kill first, ask questions later’ kind 
of mood then it was paramount to avoid amplifying her violent inclinations 
by irritating her further. The last person to cross her like that had gotten 
away with a prescription from Doctor Stigma for a replacement leg, and on 
that occasion they had not been so brave as to prematurely end an exercise 
in self-flattery. 


The Discordias sprang into action and fanned out through the nearest 
exits to the pistol, though confusion still reigned supreme with regards to 
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trivial details such as who exactly they were searching for, what they looked 
like and what they were supposed to have done. Meanwhile, Rancour 
turned tail and exited through the back door next to the stage. She was 
almost delirious with thoughts about a dozen tortuous and degrading 
methods she could utilise to wreak bloody vengeance on the blackguard 
who dared disrupt her victory parade, who had the gall to curtail the 
celebrations for the most momentous accomplishment in the history of her 
people, but Rancour’s first priority was the administering of the serum 
which nullified the effects of their enhanced strain of tomato. 


Left in the conference room by himself, Gulgrux Kolkrum was one man 
appreciative of the early end to proceedings. 


I should probably be heading back to the lab. 


He stopped himself before his legs gained their motor function, paying 
heed to the unadulterated pandemonium which had just erupted. 


Or, maybe I shouldnt. 


Kolkrum stood up from his isolated seat in the far corner of the room 
and made for the building’s exit and, by extension, his lab. When 
confronted with the pathway outside, however, he did not progress down 
the lane which would have led him to his abode for the last few months. 
Instead, he proceeded in the opposite direction on a path which led to 
several things. Of particular relevance, though, was the fact that it was how 
one reached Fog Ship Storage on foot. 


Conspiracy had evacuated his hiding spot in the conference hall with a 
comfortable margin to boast, finding a spot outside from where he could 
observe other departures. First came a frenzied pack of Discordias, jostling 
with each other as they struggled to make it through the exit as a herd. They 
proceeded to spread out in all manner of directions to survey the area, albeit 
not the correct one if they wished to catch Conspiracy. Next came the self- 
proclaimed Rancour the Reaper, who showed no interest in assisting the 
search parties, instead sticking to the path towards a different cluster of 
buildings. Conspiracy moved to trail her, but another Discordia, in close 
proximity, forced him to lie in wait a little longer. A glum-looking 
humanoid donning a lab coat was the last attendee to depart the conference, 
walking off divergently to Rancour. The presence of this person raised 
several questions in Conspiracy's mind. 
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Who was he? Why did he appear so miserable? Where was he going? 


As to the first, Conspiracy deduced from the attire he was some sort of 
scientist. That raised another question: why was he here in the first place? 
Perhaps a consultancy gig or as an advisor to the Discordias. Alternatively, 
the other way around was also possible, with this man the true puppet 
master and the Discordias simply his hired guns? 


Conspiracy glanced the other way for a second to check on Rancour; 
she was just leaving his line of sight, her silhouette diminishing as she 
turned a corner, and the Discordia near her had moved on too. He briefly 
hesitated before rejecting his impulses to follow a new lead and setting off 
after her at pace, doing his best to stick to the shadows. The mystery man’s 
identity would have to remain a mystery for the time being. 


Regrettably, I think it makes more sense to stick with the established 
plan. 


The trail led to a building around half a mile away, which Conspiracy 
had no chance of entering through the front doors without detection. It 
stood in juxtaposition to the other structures he had observed during his 
visit, its architecture evoking comparisons to the Tudor era in England as 
opposed to simple and clinical designs seen elsewhere. 


A residential building, maybe. 


With entrance in the conventional means impossible, Conspiracy 
conducted a sweep of the perimeter, soon spying a set of windows which 
granted him a view of Rancour, a bejewelled glass vessel on the desk beside 
her, and an anachronistic wall safe which was empty. 


If what he thought was happening was indeed happening, Conspiracy 
needed to intervene now. 
He hurriedly cocked his bow and arrow and retreated a few steps, gaining 
some height with his anti-grav circuits before diving at the window. It 
shattered from the impact, sending sharp debris hurtling across Rancour’s 
study and Conspiracy himself tumbling across the floor. The stunt had its 
desired effect, however. With the element of surprise on his side, 
Conspiracy was able to pick himself up from the ground and pointed his 
bow at Rancour before she completely comprehended how they had gotten 
to that point. 
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“Ow,” said Conspiracy, verbally making note of the myriad scratches 
the action had added to his bodywork’s growing collection. “That’s the 
second window I’ve broken today. Hopefully I won't make a habit of it.” 


The Cupid suddenly remembered himself, his left arm still outstretched 
in the shooting stance, bow aimed at the Discordia. 


“A Cupid,” Rancour scowled in disgust. 
“Freeze!” Conspiracy called. 


“Or what? Your arrows tipped in love potion are not effective against 
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US. 


“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Conspiracy answered with a question, 
and then another. “Your intelligence on our armaments hasn’t been updated 
in a while, I take it?” 


Rancour seemed to untense at that remark. 


Did that actually work? Conspiracy thought. Wow. Perhaps I should try 
some more. 


“Do I have you to thank for this most fascinating enigma wrapped up in 
a conspiracy?” 

“Who else?” Rancour said, sounding almost offended, though the 
snappiness was also borne out of a sudden desire to be anywhere else. 


This seemed much too similar to the conversations in stories where the 
hero had already defeated the villain. That was unacceptable. She wasn’t 
bested yet. 


“Who are you, anyway?” she asked, attempting to steer the tone 
towards a mid-story crescendo instead of a concluding confrontation. “I 
don’t recognise you, and we keep quite detailed files.” 


“Conspiracy-1263 at your service. I don’t get away from the 
Homeworld much, which explains the gap in your records.” 


“Interesting,” she replied not, in actuality, particularly interested in his 
biography. 

“Who’s that human-looking fellow I saw at your presentation?” 
Conspiracy asked, taking his turn. 

“Oh, he’s nobody,” Rancour responded, giving her earnest opinion. 
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“IT see. A follow-up inquiry related to that question: do you have any 
structures of note travelling north from the conference building?” 


Rancour almost countered with yet another non-answer but as she 
opened her mouth to speak the rest of her features clouded over, her mouth 
and brain only managing to catch up a second later. 


“Oh, crap.” 


She reached into the desk drawer, Conspiracy watching her curiously, 
bow still trained on her to prevent any shenanigans, and pulled out a 
walkie-talkie. She pressed a button to broadcast on all wavelengths and 
addressed her troops. 


“Hey!” she shouted, as if anticipating she would have to wake them 
from a doze. “One of you had better have been monitoring whether any 
ships were dematerialising from the island.” 


A crackly voice soon came over the blower. 
“Affirmative. We can confirm: a Fog Ship has left.” 


“What?” She shrieked, incandescent to the point of forgetting she was 
being held at bow-point. 


“You didn’t think it would be apt to apprise me of a development like 
that? It’s Kolkrum! We need him to make the antidote, you blithering 
idiots!” 

“Er, it just happened ma’am.” the Discordia on the other end of the 
radio explained. “I can assure you that you couldn’t have been informed 
any sooner.” 


“IT am assured of no such thing! Prepare all the Smog Ships for 
departure and wait for me. I don’t trust any of you to lead a mission with as 
much importance as this.” 


Rancour then reached for the glass, containing her formerly stashed- 
away dose of antidote, which would precipitate her drinking of it as well as 
the retrieval of her blaster from the bottom drawer which she would use to 
blow Conspiracy to oblivion. 


Conspiracy had been listening intently to the discourse between 
Rancour and her minion, and the break in their conversation had allowed 
him to return to his thoughts for a moment. 
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What did he know? 


Firstly, ‘Kolkrum’, as he was now identified, was a man of science 
instrumental in the production of the antidote for the tomatoey epidemic. It 
was comforting to have explicit confirmation of the existence of a cure, but 
he had already assumed as much some time ago. Secondly, Kolkrum had 
stolen a Fog Ship and Rancour appeared adamant that his safe return was 
vital as soon as possible. This, combined with the fact Rancour was 
seemingly keeping a dose secured behind a locked safe, suggested to 
Conspiracy the medicine was in short supply. He had previously put 
Rancour down as either a leader or as fulfilling a court jester-type role, and 
the current dynamic definitively indicated the former. The wall safe was 
empty — so did the glass sitting on the desk constitute the sole available 
dose on the island? Finally, he knew his shot on Rancour at the conference 
had hit home and, based on her reaction, would experience a similar 
condition to the rest of the Crew if she went untreated for a day or two. 


“T am assured of no such thing!" Rancour had shouted at this point. 


With all this in mind, Conspiracy updated his plan which, truth be told, 
had ended at the point Rancour conclusively revealed the Discordias as the 
conspirators in this affair. 


“Prepare all the Smog Ships for departure and wait for me.” 
Hmm. What would the result be if I did this? 


“T don’t trust any of you to lead a mission with as much importance as 
this.” 


As Rancour reached for the antidote, Conspiracy ceased to aim his bow 
at her. An arrow flashed across her vision and the glass she had extended 
her arm to pick up smashed with a loud crash just before she got to it. Some 
of the liquid inside splashed over the study’s carpet from the initial impact, 
with most of the rest proceeding to pool on the desk before coalescing as a 
concentrated puddle on the floor. 


Rancour was once more startled, but at least glass-smashing and a 
Cupid’s arrow were registered on her radar this time. She recovered quickly 
and continued with her original intention to fetch her gun and smoke 
Conspiracy. Conspiracy reacted to this by propelling himself out of the 
existing Conspiracy-shaped hole in the window and away from imminent 
danger. 
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“Bye, bye!” he called back as he flew away, excited to survive his brush 
with death but gently tormenting himself over whether such happy parting 
words were appropriate in this context. 


Rancour fired a few shots in his direction, albeit largely to relieve her 
frustration. Conspiracy was out of range by the time she had aimed her 
blaster and the discharge did little more than add some scorch marks to poor 
Kolkrum’s wall. 


Rancour returned to her walkie-talkie, her outwardly calm voice failing 
to mask its venom. 


“Urgent update. A Cupid has just left the Kolkrum estate. Save one ship 
and two of you to pursue and capture him while the rest of us go after our 
other fugitive. I’m on my way. Rancour out.” 


Conspiracy soared through the sky with a complete disregard for who 
might spot him, although this was intentional. The cat was out of the bag 
with respect to his presence on the island; the time for the cloak-and-dagger 
approach was over. Technically, however, he was not disregarding the 
Discordias at ground level. In truth, he was being deliberately rambunctious 
en route to his destination, counting on instigating a chase. 


If his understanding of the situation was correct, the Discordias would 
be divvied up into a larger group who would be tasked with the capture of 
the escaped Kolkrum, who was essential to the completion of their plan or, 
perhaps more relevantly considering their leader’s blatant thirst for power, 
he was indispensable if Rancour wished to maintain her position as leader 
of the operation and as a fearsome baddie in general. A smaller group of 
Discordias would be dispatched to deal with the hostile alien currently 
running (or flying) amok on the island — in other words, himself. 


He believed, or rather hoped, he would win the smaller contingent on 
the basis of presenting no imminent threat to their scheme. He could 
obviously attempt to cause havoc under the current state of affairs but he 
did not have access to the antidote and thus could not call on reinforcements 
from the rest of the Crew, nor could he easily shepherd them to a safer 
location. Additionally, he was fairly certain Rancour had not been bluffing 
when she claimed his bow and arrow was an ineffectual weapon and, 
besides, he didn’t fancy the idea of using it against people, whoever they 
were, especially not at Christmastime. Factoring in these suppositions and 
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preferences, Conspiracy decided the only logical course of action was to 
leave. 


He picked up a couple of pursuant Discordias in no time and sped off 
back to the conference building, doing his best to retrace his steps, quite 
literally on the fly. Getting there without any hitches, he zoomed past, 
continuing on north in the vague direction he had observed Kolkrum 
heading, which he now knew was the path to a working Fog Ship. It turns 
out Rancour’s almost-immediate recognition of the disgruntled scientist’s 
objectives from Conspiracy’s vague mention of ‘north’ was less laudable 
than he had first imagined. This part of the island was pretty devoid of 
landmarks, and he only passed several more corporate buildings and a 
couple of laboratories before he spotted a bunch of storehouses of the kind 
he was searching for. He quickly descended on the first such building and 
gained access through the unlocked entrance, just so either due to 
Kolkrum’s visit earlier or constituting yet more evidence of the fact that the 
Discordias’ complacency had bred lax security measures. 


Conspiracy barrelled into the first Fog Ship he saw, aware that his 
shadows were close behind and that he would only have seconds at most. 
He frantically bashed the dashboard, inputting as many destinations as he 
could think of in the short time available. His mind managed to conjure up 
the Interdimensional Tavern as its first suggestion before it failed him 
following a request for more, with Conspiracy unimaginatively resorting to 
the first dozen universes as decided by the Council of Frogs in a panic, at 
which point he heard the door to the storage bay swing open. He pressed a 
final three buttons and hoped for the best. 


“Over here!” called a Discordia, too late, as she ran over to where a Fog 
Ship had been parked while the blare of its engines reverberated around the 
chamber. 


“The Cupid’s gone,” confirmed the other, joining her colleague, before 
she resumed her dash. 


“Come on!” she called to her friend, who was frozen, mind already 
flooded with pictures of Rancour’s reaction to the news. “Let’s fetch the 
Smog Ship! It’s not too late to give chase!” 


The storage bay was restored to silence with the Discordias’ hurried 
exit, and then Conspiracy emerged from behind a Fog Ship a little further 
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along. 
“Ha!” he exclaimed. “That should keep them occupied for a while.” 


Conspiracy afforded the two Discordias a five-minute head start, so 
they could begin pursuing ‘him’ without being interrupted, and then rushed 
off once again, backtracking on himself not for the first time that night. This 
time his pace-to-stealth-balance struck a happy medium between his two 
prior trips to and from the conference building. His analysis of Rancour’s 
stratagem indicated he was probably the only lucid Clockwork Cherub left 
on the island, but a slip-up now would doubtless result in the downfall of 
his plan and of the Crew, so his conscience thought it wise to take every 
possible precaution even though he personally knew there was no way he 
could be wrong about something such as this. 


The niggling doubts over his prowess in deduction and solving a good 
mystery appeased on the journey over, Conspiracy eventually found himself 
back in the study of Kolkrum Mansion. The carnage he had wrought, 
directly and indirectly by his mere presence, was still plain to see. Glass 
from multiple sources crunched underfoot, and several impressive stains 
were well on their way to ruining the cream carpet. Conspiracy walked over 
to the desk and examined the largest remaining part of the former drinking 
vessel. Its only potential use to anyone but him would be for a person 
looking to flog the cracked and imperfect crystals which adorned it for 
some quick cash, but Conspiracy was more interested in some definite 
dregs collected in a nook. Although he could do nothing with this remnant 
of antidote, maybe it would prove useful as part of Frankenstein’s quest for 
a cure back on the Homeworld? He decided it was worth the small effort to 
collect them, at least. Delicately pocketing the largest shards within his 
burlap sack, he wished for his effort to be redundant on account of the fact 
Frankenstein had already synthesised an antidote but, failing that, that these 
pieces unlocked the key. 


With that done, Conspiracy had just one piece of business remaining in 
this dratted universe: he needed to bring the Crew home. In order to 
accomplish this, he next found himself back in Fog Ship Storage, 
undertaking the arduous task of preprogramming every ship to return to 
their last destination which, for them all, was the Cupid Homeworld. 
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Well, every ship was a slight hyperbole. No one would begrudge him 
for not retaking every ship, would they? He had a feeling Kolkrum would 
give the Discordias the runaround for as long as he didn’t have to resume 
working for them, while the two on Conspiracy’s case had several 
challenging universes, to put it lightly, to navigate and investigate before 
they were ready to return empty handed, but he was technically on the clock 
here. 


They'll be alright packed like sardines for a little while longer, 
Conspiracy resolved. 


He also took care to lock the controls of each ship following his other 
modifications, ensuring the Crew would be trapped on the Homeworld 
should their conditioning to seek out the island reassert itself at a later 
date. Transporting members of the Crew from the Cupid storage area to the 
Fog Ships promptly established itself as the most laborious aspect of the 
task but Conspiracy toiled through and ultimately innovated a system which 
allowed him to work at commendable speed. 


Finally, about a day and a half later, all Cupids were accounted for, 
around a hundred Fog Ships filled to above-recommended capacity. 


From a Fog Ship of his own, Conspiracy broadcast a signal to initiate 
the start-up of the whole flotilla. A deafening roar was produced as the Fog 
Ships booted their engines and dematerialised in unison, leaving the place 
of torture behind for good. 


* ok 3K 


Some time later, Smog Ships had returned to Kolkrum Isle, and a group 
of Discordias crowded around one of their own. The fleetingly crowned 
‘Rancour the Reaper’ was standing rigid and lifeless, a minor brouhaha 
ensuing as the assemblage chattered about what they should do. 


“So, uh, I checked on the Cupids,” Bathory told Malign. “And they’re 
all gone.” 


“Most of the Fog Ships too,” she responded. 
“What do we do, then?” the younger Discordia inquired. 


“T have one idea.” 
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Malign stepped forth from the throng and yelled “Attention!” to capture 
their attention. 


“Rancour has failed us. The Cupids have escaped and will rebuild. Our 
efforts in the past months have come almost to naught. It’s almost 
Christmas. We shouldn’t be spending our festivities on some godforsaken 
island in an obscure universe. I propose we cut our losses and return to the 
Homeland with a Fog Ship to forensically examine in tow, at least. What 
say you?” 


The reception was overwhelmingly positive, unrestrained whoops and 
applause generated by the vast majority of those in attendance. 


“Don’t worry. We’ll make sure Doctor Stigma gets you better,’ Malign 
whispered to the incognizant Rancour. 


She smirked. 


“Eventually.” 
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Epilogue 


Conspiracy fluttered down from the sky to his small plot of celfoam, a 
tiring day on the Mainland Cloud behind him. He had discovered, to his 
surprise, that he was in high demand from other Cupids of late, ever since 
Frankenstein had put an end to the time of the tomato once and for all by 
successfully creating the antidote. Conspiracy had been even more 
astonished, though, to find himself acquiescing to the many invitations to 
social functions which had come of it, and truly flabbergasted when he 
actually followed through with them. 


Today there had been lots to do as the Department of Festivities’ 
Christmas preparations entered overdrive, making up for lost time as the 
month-long Christmas festivities edged ever nearer. Conspiracy had 
attended Valentine’s coming-of-Advent party, indulged in a_ bountiful 
supply of Baker’s themed cookies, and he had just finished the rounds with 
Celebration’s group of carol singers. 


Despite his slacking off in the vigilance department, the Homeworld 
was yet to be beset by sleeper agents, invasive memes or any other form of 
hostile entity. Conspiracy observed quite the opposite, in fact, in that the 
seasonal merriment actually seemed to lift the mood among the Crew. 
Unusually, he had also felt a similar improvement in spirits within himself, 
in spite of being actively aware of the risks the holidays brought. 
Nevertheless, he embraced this mysterious upturn in attitude and tried to 
enjoy himself to the fullest extent, hoping the rest of the Crew would not 
denounce him as a hypocrite for failing to preach about the historical 
conspiratorial connotations which Christmas as a tradition evoked. 


Conspiracy approached his home and went inside, passing by the 
decorative garlands he had affixed to the exterior. He made his way to the 
couch and plonked himself down, a task made much easier following a 
decluttering. Be under no misapprehension: evidence boards and coloured 
yarn still dominated the house to chart his progress on active investigations 
— nothing and no one would convince him anytime soon the Council of 
Elders weren’t a bunch of shady people with hidden agendas and little 
interest in the betterment of Cupid society, for example, oh no — but the 
corridors were now clear to provide ease of access to every room. 
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Conspiracy picked up the hotly-anticipated new issue of the Cupid 
Courier which was waiting for him atop his recently uncovered coffee 
table. It was a weighty tome, a bumper edition to cover the events of the 
past few weeks in extraordinary detail. 


CONSPIRACY SAVES THE CUPIDS: FULL STORY INSIDE!, it 
proclaimed on the cover, but he wasn’t interested in that. 


Conspiracy flicked to the back and found the words The Rainbow 
Adventure Kids in... A Kidnap at Christmas Part Two accompanied by a 
gorgeous illustration. 


He began reading, ecstatic to get to the heartwarming scene where Little 
Billy would inevitably reunite with his friends. 
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SCENE 20 


“Are you alright?” 


It seemed like a silly question to ask of a boy who had, in the last ten 
minutes, had his heart ripped out, then plummeted from a hundred feet in 
the air down into a city that was currently on fire and infested with demonic 
horned warriors. But Coloth replied: 


“Yes, yes, of course I am.” 


And he was. He really was. This would have been a glorious warrior’s 
death if he had still been an Ulk-Ra, but now... now, he was fine. 


But he wasn’t going to keep beating himself up about that; not now. 
He’d been three friends down, and now he had found one again; things, 
then, were definitely on the upswing, flaming city or not. (And Tetra-None 
would hopefully fix that, if he’d understood correctly.) 


Strictly speaking, of course, it was Rich who had found him — him 
who had spotted the green splotch he’d become in the middle of a 
roundabout, and then swooped down, gently picking up the cube with one 
claw and immediately flying up again. 


From then it had been child’s play for Coloth to remanifest for the 
second time, and skitter up his friend’s leg until he found his way back to 
the comfort of the cushy velvet saddle with which Rich had had himself 
fitted in celebration of his new rank as an official diplomatic vehicle. It 
looked comically small, strapped to the Birdhemoth’s craz-sized neck, just 
behind the base of his wings, but it was still huge enough that it could easily 
have accommodated a dozen people sitting in a circle. 


“Are you alright?” he asked once he was settled. 


“Of course I’m alright, kid,” Rich said. “I’m sorry, I should have been 
here — urgh, if only I wasn’t so big compared to you people — but tell me, 
did you get what we wanted from the ol’M.F.S.?” 
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“Not as much as we hoped,” Coloth replied, “but — but it does look 
like they’re alright. Maritsa and Callum. In the Library. Trapped in the 
Library, but they’re okay, and — and we’re supposed to go and meet them. 
I think.” 


“That’s all I needed to hear!” Rich said in a daring, victorious tone, and 
with a stronger beat of both his wings at once, sped upwards. 


Coloth gripped the velvet cushioning tighter with his pretend, three- 
clawed hands. He knew that sort of take-off. It meant Rich was building up 
momentum until, with one impossible bound, he would fly beyond all the 
possible directions of this reality, and out into the great interdimensional 
beyond. 


That was the gift of the Birdhemoths — they could move in all 
dimensions, from one time and one world to the next. Just move, not 
manipulate, not control; they were not elementals of space-time itself like 
the Archons and their timeforms. Though some cultures believed them to be 
kin to the ravenous, beautiful things that dwelled between one moment and 
the next, they were physical animals, through and through; just ones who 
had learned to move better than anything else in creation, just as there were 
perfect swimmers, perfect hiders, perfect runners. 


But travel, in their opinion, was wondrous enough, and Coloth was 
happy to agree. 


Which was why it came as something of a shock when Rich’s 
acceleration abruptly stopped and he swerved at a sharp angle, squawking 
in surprise. 


“What’s going on?” Coloth cried out. 


“He’s going on, kid!” Rich wailed back, tail feathers pointing at 
something above them, which was moving in on them at speed. “Oh my 
crest and feathers!” 


At first Coloth just saw a dark shape behind the reddened clouds — he 
had noticed it slightly before Rich did, and assumed it to be Rich’s own 
shadow, like the drop-shadow he left when flying above the clouds — only 
up instead of down, because he was being lit from below by the fire. But 
that wasn’t right at all. 
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With growing horror, Coloth realised that the winged silhouette was 
another Birdhemoth. 


It descended out of the mist, even bigger than Rich, but leaner; his 
feathers were a smooth, obsidian black, with crimson highlights on the 
wing-tips and tail. His crest was distinctly smaller than Rich’s, and less 
thoroughly fused to his oddly curving beak, but it had a more jagged, 
dangerous-looking shape; and there were flashes of silver, there, as though a 
piece of machinery had been embedded into his cranium. 


As Rich tried a spin manoeuvre to confuse the pursuer, Coloth got a 
good luck at the other titan-bird’s back, and realised his suspicion had been 
just the start. There was a whole tangle of gleaming chrome running down 
the enemy Birdhemoth’s back, where his spine of fur would have been if 
he’d been an Ulk-Ra. Cybernetics, a network of computer banks and metal 
cubicles that grew out of him like a cancer. This Birdhemoth was half-living 
thing, half-mechanised airship. 


Some part of Coloth felt he shouldn’t judge — in his current body, after 
all, he might well be said to be a cyborg of sorts, if not a completely 
mechanical creature which merely disguised itself as some bastardised idea 
of organicity. And he’d met a few genuine, conventional cyborgs since his 
resurrection, only three of whom had tried to kill him. 


But the main part of him was horrified. He remembered a half-dead, 
half-alive warrior of the Ulk-Ra, a strange beetle-like contraption buried in 
his skull. He remembered a vine-trap in a jungle, and the agony of being 
ripped open by a man who didn’t even see him; who was only fulfilling 
some mechanical directive which had replaced his senses and his soul. To 
see a mockery of his friend with his biology thusly violated was bringing it 
all back, and Coloth let out a long, trilling wail as his cactus body curled 
inwards — the closest thing to his original Ulk-Ra voice that he had been 
able to manage to death. 


Yet he knew this was no time to panic, and, thankful in this moment 
that he had no true nerves to calm, no actual hormonal system to wrestle 
with, but only the memory of each, he called on all his willpower to steady 
himself as Rich kept looping and darting around. The other Birdhemoth was 
actively chasing them, of that there was no doubt — and poor Rich, Coloth 
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realised as the haze of panic cleared, was trying to evade him long enough 
to escape out of this 925th Universe without being collided into first. 


At last one of those gambits succeeded, and after a kaleidoscopic 
explosion of colours — rather less smooth and pleasant than Rich’s usual 
leisurely jumps — they found themselves cruising through clear blue skies 
dotted with fluffy white clouds, a stark contrast to the world they’d just 
escaped. 


Coloth took a moment to calm down, then asked the obvious question: 
“Where are we?” 


“Wish I knew, kid,” Rich replied. “Wish I knew.” He sniffed loudly, the 
sound echoing as the air rushed into the cavernous nostrils of his oddly- 
shaped beak. “But my subconscious does know how to pick’em. This is one 
of those artificial, heavily-barriered dimensions...” 


“Part of the Third Universe? One of those bottle-things?” 


“No, no, it doesn’t smell like that at a//,” said Rich. “There’s none of 
that... bottley... smell... I don’t know how to explain it in your little 
humanoid words.” There was no contempt there, just a vaguely apologetic 
statement of fact, an Coloth took it as such. “No, this isn’t part of the 
Cosmos. At a guess it grew out of the Prime, I don’t smell much Mus 
musculus here, but maybe a hint of waterfowl — and is that Lepus? How 
did that happen, I wonder? Well, either way it’s more of a pocket universe.” 


Coloth looked around. The blue and the clouds stretched as far as his 
artificial eyes could see, in all directions, with no change in sight. Or a sun. 
He wondered where all the sunlight was coming from: it didn’t seem to 
have a particular direction. 


Guessing the nature of his thoughts as he remained silent and shifted 
within the saddle, Rich chuckled and continued his explanation. “Oh, don’t 
let the name fool you, kid, it’s anything but small. Actually, it’s infinite — 
artificially generated space with no boundary conditions. Limited 
population though, so we’re most likely an infinite distance away from the 
nearest locals. That’s something. And not every Birdhemoth could squeeze 
past the barriers, let me tell you.” 


“Well, can he?” Coloth asked. “Who is he, anyway? Who were any of 
them? You looked like you knew the Birdhemoth... That’s what he is, isn’t 
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he?” 


Rich’s wing-beats, which had settled back to his typical leisurely 
cruising speed, slowed even further, and the bird’s crested head dropped 
down by a few feet. “Unfortunately, yes,” he replied, “or he used to be. 
That’s Roarke. The oldest of us alive today — aside from Old Mother, of 
course, but I sincerely hope you never have to meet her.” 


“Oh. Is she evil too?” 


“No, no, just... Well, never mind,” said Rich. “Bear with me, ‘cause 
this is old stuff, happened long before I hatched, so some of this might be 
more myth than history. But the elders say that we owe our existence to 
Roarke. Our survival, I mean, as a species. See, we were being hunted by... 
something. Some scourge, they won’t tell us what, the elders. And we hid in 
a bubble-universe, for so long we forgot how to leave... And we were stuck 
there for generations, until one of us braved the voids uncountable... 
crossed the Great Black Void that surrounds the Universe; forced his way 
past Urizen’s Wall, and inward into that great, great Nothing at the edge of 
the universe... Not Void-stuff, not anything dimensionally significant you 
understand, though there are a few odd sights floating around in there — 
but space, so much hollow, cold space — ever so cold. By then he was 
weakened, dying, half-mad. But humans found him. Posthumans rather.” 


“Callum and Maritsa’s ancestors?” 


“Oh, no,” Rich said, almost laughing even as he seemed haunted by the 
story he was sharing. “No no no. Much worse. The Plume Coteries came 
later. But those people, they fixed him up, as best they knew... with wires 
and machines and programming. Fixed him up so that he was never right 
again, but he wasn’t quite so far gone that he couldn’t repeat his last 
message. Over and over again. The coordinates to the others’ prison. And 
thus we were saved.” 


“T see,” said Coloth for a moment. “...He should have died, after that.” 


It was said without wickedness, without even resentment. Coloth had 
simply recognised the kind of legend that Rich had just shared with him, 
true or not; the Ulk-Ra had a few of that type, if you stripped away the 
grandiose cosmology. But in the logic of the tales, those maddened ones 
who bought their clan’s survival with one larger-than-life exploit were 
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meant to make a sacrifice of themselves; to be redeemed through a hero’s 
death. 


“Yes,” Rich said after a moment. “Yes, perhaps he should have.” 


Then again, thought Coloth, perhaps the chance for such a death had 
itself been the price Roarke had paid. 


But then he realised something else: none of that, however poignant, 
actually explained very much about the current situation. 


“What about the rider?” he asked. “The one with the mask. Who’re 
they? What do they want with... me?” 


“Oh, them,” said Rich, distinctly looking as if the Birdhemoth’s 
humanoid passenger had been a complete afterthought from his point of 
view. “That’s a whole other story, and —” His voice’s cadence suddenly 
sped up, as did that of his wing-beats “— we don’t have time for it.” 


Already knowing what he would see, Coloth ran to the back of the tent- 
sized saddle and looked out beyond the tip of Rich’s fail-feathers. There, 
indeed, was a distant black dot with hints of silver, growing larger at an 
alarming rate. 


Roarke had found them. 


But it seemed that he had come through at the exact place where Rich 
had originally materialised, which meant they had a very significant lead. 
Coloth still thought he could feel his core tighten — he didn’t have a real 
heart anymore, and the holo-cube certainly couldn’t size-shift, but his 
physical sensations knew nothing of these many sensible reasons why he 
oughtn’t have felt that way — and Rich didn’t exactly look happy, but it 
was with finely-practised control, with elegance, with form that he sped up 
again, a far cry from the mad dash of the flight from Crieff. 


At last, the world blurred, and, heedless of a squawk of impotent rage 
from Roarke, they vanished. 


KK 3K 


'? 


“Curse your eyes! Not another one! This one looks even longer 


“Is it? I hadn’t noticed,” Maritsa said with a thin-lipped smile as she 
lazily flipped through the pages of the thick anthology the magic of the 
books had gifted her. 
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The shaking, ranting man in black was falling apart now, in more ways 
than one — his skin really was beginning to look dead, though more like a 
long-frozen mummy than a freshly-dead man — and the Professor and 
Sister had to work together to hold him back from physically assaulting 
Maritsa as she slowly, slowly prepared to begin the next reading. She’d put 
her sunglasses back on, just for effect, and adjusted them like a learned 
scholar getting their spectacles just right. 


“This is not the knowledge, the way in, the way out, the key or the gate 
—!” the man in black ranted, speaking too quickly again. “You cannot do 
this! How is this even relevant to your friend, Coloth? Why have the books 
given you this story?” 


“Oh, they work in mysterious ways,” said Maritsa, still smiling. “But I 
think they gave me exactly what I asked for. And now we have to do the 
reading. That’s the ritual, you know.” 


“What’s it about?” Callum asked, conversational. He might not quite 
know what Maritsa was playing at yet, but he could see she was playing, 
and he was always happy to play along. 


“Just a tale of the 29th century,” said Maritsa. “Or early 30th? I forget 
the dating. But the historical context is clear enough.” 


“Aw, it’s not about the Aurichallian War, is it?” Callum asked, a bit put 
out. “I dunno if I’m in the mood for that. I know they’ve got that whole ice- 
tombs-of-Holofernes thing going on, but they don’t really feel 
Christmassy...” 


“Ah, but this isn’t about Christmas,” Maritsa said. “Not that it’s about 
the Mad Mind of Aurichall either. No, this is a story about a Jewish girl, a 
greedy developer, and a machine with a broken heart...” 

“I’m listening,” said Callum. 


“I’m not! Unhand me!” the man in black protested, but they ignored 
him, and the reading began. 


Our Bleak Midwinter — the one thing Maritsa had asked of the books 
was a good story that happened to be very long indeed, and suited to the 
frequent improvisation of lengthy dramatic pauses. And oh, they had given 
her that. But the title, at least, was appropriate in itself. Yes, the last few... 
whatevers... had been bleak. 
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But things were looking up. 
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OUR BLEAK MIDWINTER 


A story from the worlds of “Coloth” 
By Theta Mandel 
oe cae 


In the bleak midwinter/ When we cannot wait anymore 
We shall wake from our slumber/ And fight for the right to see snow. 
ae 
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Day One: ’'m Dreaming of a White Christmas 


“And, of course, I know you’re all counting down to Christmas — only 
eighteen days to go! Abby, would you like to flip the calendar?” 


Abby dropped her head slightly, reaching a hand up to brush synthetic 
strands of brown hair behind her ear, and the kids around her giggled. 


“Miss, she’s a Jew. She hates Christmas” 
She stilled. 


Ms Carol sighed. “Of course. Sorry, Abby. It is important to be 
respectful of all religions around this time. Happy holidays to everyone — 
class dismissed.” 


Abby was used to being the only Jewish kid in her class. No one else 
from her neighbourhood had kids her age, which meant no familiar faces at 
school. She was used to feeling alone. 


She wasn’t used to correcting people on her culture, though. Quietly, 
she whispered: “I just don’t celebrate something I don’t believe in’, but the 
class was already filing out, and she was always too nervous to say 
something brave when people could actually hear her. 


Everything you say is brave when there’s no one standing behind you. 


Piling on her pink bobble-hat, puffy coat, and knitted scarf, the teen 
self-consciously adjusted her hair in the reflection of the window before she 
walked out of the door. Everyone knew it was a wig, just like everyone 
knew she hadn’t always been Abby, but somehow that just made the 
accessory all that more important. It was the strongest piece of armour she 
had because it was hers. A self-made woman valued the parts of herself that 
she chose, because those were the parts that belonged to the real her. 


Worn grey trainers padded outside to sounds of children’s laughter. 
Politely, she stretched her face to the expected level of niceness — a small 
smile — as Olive, her neighbour in maths class, waved goodbye. 


School had always been isolating. Ironic, since education was also her 
main point of contact with the world outside her neighbourhood. As a kid, 
she'd found the comfort of her grandma, telling stories by the crackling fire, 
was more than enough a taste of the world outside to satiate her, but now 
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she longed to learn more, to expand her world beyond those two points. 
Home, school, and back. With the world set up the way it was, travel would 
be difficult, but real-world problems never limited dreams. 


Pulling her bag strap more firmly onto her shoulder, she clambered 
aboard the school bus, snaking her way to the back — she was always the 
last stop anyway. She checked her watch — 40 krons until the yellow 
vehicle pulled into neighbourhood E-18. Plenty of time to get some 
homework done. She'd left her tablet at home, so there wasn't much else to 
do. 


The questions were easy, so she got through them quickly — 
“Why is our planet called Eos 6?” 
“How many neighbourhoods are there on Eos 6?” 


“What was the name of the peace treaty that allowed different factions 
to come together and live on our planet in harmony?” 


Modern history was such a pointless subject. Even babies knew this 
stuff. 


Eventually, they pulled into her stop, just as the sun began to set. Abby 
gathered her papers into her bag and trooped off the bus, half-heartedly 
tipping an imaginary hat at the bus driver. The last child standing. 


She coughed a little as she walked towards her neighbourhood, the 
smoke from the Azanon factory warming her as she slipped past the 
external vents and pumps. Drawing her scarf around her mouth and nose 
protected her somewhat, though the smog stung her eyes something fierce. 
She turned away and ran until she was past the worst of it, her mind on 
home. 


Building a factory right next to E-18 was supposed to bring more jobs. 
All Abby knew was that it had taken the snow away. 


When she was four, she’d gone sledding on the nearby foothills, 
extended arm scooping up snow as she went, ready to lob. The next winter, 
the factory had moved in, and the slopes were dirtied with soot and smoke. 
A few years later, the snow came thin and late. A few years after that, the 
snow didn’t come at all. 


But none of that mattered because she was almost home, the welcoming 
smell of pierogi and schnitzel carried through the air. A pleasant warmth, so 
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unlike the acrid heaviness from the factory. Slipping down the dirt lanes, 
she skipped along the main street until she reached her house — set a little 
back from the street, the dark wood-substitute panelling and lighter window 
trimmings spelled home. 


The click in the lock as she opened the door was submerged under 
chatter from the kitchen. A low voice that could only belong to her father 
was trailing into the hallway, chastised by someone older, her voice cracked 
but pleasant. 


“If Mr Oakleigh approves the expansion next week — and he will — 
we won’t be the only neighbourhood with one of his Azanon Industries 
factories on their doorstep. Mr Carly is making sure we are all on our best 
behaviour.” 


“Silly boy! You should never have left the bakery.” 


“Mama! We get more money this way. How else can we look after you, 
right?” 


“Well, back in my day, we never would have let ourselves be demeaned 
like this. I don’t like how that man talks to you.” 


Abby dumped her bag down. “Dadda! Memaw! I’m back!” 
“Good — do you have homework?” 

“Only a little.” 

“Come in here and help your old grandma make schnitzel” 


Abby grabbed her homework out of her bag and padded along the tiles 
to the kitchen. 


“Your father is being a spineless fool. Tell him not to be such a suck 
up.” 

Abby blinked. 

“Uh, dad? Don’t be such a suck up. Also, what’s happening?” 


Benjamin sighed. “Nothing to worry about, Abby. Your grandma is just 
giving the same old schtick. Doesn’t like my job, that’s all. Azanon 
Industries’ CEO is visiting next week to approve this big expansion, so it 
will be a bit stressful- you'll have to go easy on your old dad, huh? So go, 
help your grandma with dinner. Nothing to worry about.” 
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Abby laughed nervously. “Wow, two ‘nothing to worry about’s in under 
a minute. Super reassuring.” 


Her dad hung back for a moment, eyeing Abby’s grandma. “Right. I’ve 
got some admin to do, but I’ll be back for dinner. Be good!” 


With a kiss on his daughter’s forehead, he left. 


Abby’s grandma tutted. “That man is making a mistake. He’s throwing 
his life away.” 


“He’s worked at the factory for six years now, I don’t think he’ ll change 
his mind easily.” 


Abby slowly chopped chicken in silence as her grandma diced potatoes 
for the latkes. Luckily, the hours were still long, so they had time before 
sundown. 


“I got some questions for homework on the PV — since you were 
actually there, could you help make sure I got them right?” Abby retrieved 
a pen and her papers, laying the pen carefully over her most recent answer. 
Any time she could spend with her grandma while she was feeling healthy 
enough to cook was time worth extending as much as she could — lying 
was necessary. 


“Of course, bubala. You know, most people don’t call it the Pardes Voyage 
— they won’t let you write that in one of your essays.” 


“I know memaw. Don’t worry, [Pll call it Expedition X if I get a 
question on it in my test, but that isn’t until after the winter holiday. So, 
what was the treaty that allowed everyone to live on the same planet? The 
one made at the end of the riots.” 


Abby smiled at the gleam in her grandma’s eye — she loved recounting the 
old days. As a kid, she’d eaten those stories of hers whole for breakfast, 
lunch, and dinner — Your memaw was one of the first rebels... The name 
Leah Stein is on the constitution.... People sang in praise of what we did... 
It was the closest most of those people had ever come to a war... 


That night, after touching the flame of the shamash to the right-most 
candle, they ate schnitzel and latkes as the sun finished her daily rounds. As 
the first flames burned, Abby offered her grandma her arm and helped her 
settle under her quilt. 
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She settled beside her, head tucked under her grandma’s arm. She 
steadied herself as Leah coughed, her body shaking with the action. 


“Tell me a story, memaw.” Abby’s voice was soft and placative; 
encouraging. Even the slow pauses in her voice had a quiet purpose. 


Leah laughed. “Haven’t you heard them all?” 


“Exactly.” She was firm — around this time of year, she got so tired. 
She stifled a yawn and settled in. 

Since she was a child, she had been rocked to sleep by stories of the 
Pardes Voyage. Before then, on Earth, life had been hell. The skies had 
been burning, the cities kept together with duct-tape and punishments by 
cruel overlords, and the oceans rose until every major river had burst its 
banks. Every human had fled or was on their way, so the skies were 
crowded with the fire of hundreds of ships — country ships, private ships, 
the Noah’s Ark project — fleets filled the atmosphere. 


Leah had fled. She never told Abby about her past before she got on the 
Pardes Voyage, a council project to evacuate a last, stubborn area, but she 
never stopped talking about her time on the ship itself. 


When she talked of the old days, her cracked voice became melodious, 
heavy with stories. “The rebellion began because of our differences. We 
were groups of people with different ideas, shoved into a small, cramped 
space for nearly two years while we found a suitable planet on which to 
build a home. As tensions rose, so did the extremity of our methods — you 
could be attacked in the hall if someone recognised you as one of a certain 
faction. Four months into the fighting, I took charge. Before, I’d been...” 


Vocal. Always vocal, never loud. Always loud. 


Cant let them see me but they have to hear me or it’ all for 
nothing. 

I stand on the bow of an odyssey, setting out into endless 
waters, no chance of return. And I know we wont all live. 


They squabble all day and night, recreating the problems we 
faced — the whole point was to leave this all behind — so I had to 
stand up for what is right and say no more. 
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I put my foot down, Abby, your old memaw put her foot down 
and stopped a war. Someone has to take charge and speak. When 
all you can hear is swords clashing, silence is not rebellion, it is 
submission. 


All wars have one thing in common: they end. No one else would show 
them that, so I got my friends together and we made a statement, and that 
was that. 


She’d heard it all before; so, so many times. Leah was always a little 
fuzzy on the details. As much as she liked to remind her own flesh and 
blood of what she fought for, what she did, she didn’t want to dwell. The 
ugly truth lay just beyond that glimmering surface; a woman with a 
megaphone who was tired of fighting still shed blood to get to a place 
where she would never have to see red again. 


Every citizen of Eos 6 was descended from murderers. 


Today, though, the ending was a little different. Leah trailed off, heaved 
herself up, and went to the window. Grime settled between each grain of 
glass, got into the tiniest crevices, dirtying all it touched. 


“And now it all happens again... We fought so hard to end the war, not 
win it, me and those friends of mine. But history always repeats.” 


She paused a while. 


“You know, back home, I read stories from the twentieth century about 
a world that glistened with snow and cold. I didn’t grow up with that — 
factories and shuttles and coal had heated our planet beyond repair. I hoped, 
just a little, that creating a new paradise would mean I might get to live in 
one of those stories. I just wish I could have seen the snow.” 


That night, Abby dreamed of worlds of swirling white. 


That night, Abby dreamed of her world, her neighbourhood, cold 
enough for snow, heaps of the stuff thumping down until she saw her 
grandma smile. 


That night, Abby dreamed of her classmates, their neighbourhoods with 
a sputtering factory overshadowing each and every one of their homes. No 
more snow. 


The next day, Abby knew what she had to do. 
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No more factories on the brink of their homes. No more low-level heat 
and smog, driving away the first frosts. 


No more looking out the window and dreaming of something that could 
never come. 
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Day Two: Finders, Keepers 


Abby knew that she had to find a way to keep Azanon Industries from 
expanding to the borders of other neighbourhoods. She just had to find a 
way to make it happen. 


That morning was a Friday. Her dad kissed her goodbye, then went off 
to his lousy job for a lousy company. She almost stopped him, asked for his 
advice, but she couldn’t let anyone know of her plan. 


Andrew Oakleigh was visiting his workplace in six days. If she could 
find a way to sabotage something, make the factory look bad, then Oakleigh 
would think that his factories don’t work, so wouldn’t expand. Or at least, 
not so close to civilisation. 


Abby chewed the ends of her hair all through maths, distracted. Who 
needs quadratic formulas? We’re starting a revolution. 


When you’re young, anything is a rebellion. The difference between a 
cheeky child and the leader of an uprising is little more than a good cause 
and some follow-through. After all, isn’t that all Leah had when she stopped 
the X riots? [sn t that all I need? 


At breaktime, she talked to Janice, a fellow trans person from her 
physics class — apparently there was talk of a possible new factory going 
up, less than a mile from her house. Janice had gone sledding every 
Christmas since she was little. Abby hadn’t been sledding in years. 


She remembered the snow angels the pair of them would make in her 
backyard in E-3, the way they’d be coated and freezing but deliriously 
happy, rolling snow into the shape of monsters to hide around the garden. 
Scaresnows, they’d call them, making them as realistic as possible to 
surprise her little brother. 


She knew Janice would never make another scaresnow if Azanon 
expanded further towards their homes. She opened her mouth, but did not 
say a word — if she shared her idea, surely Janice would tell their teacher. 
They hadn’t been close, properly close, in years. Besides, Janice had no 
idea how difficult it was; hiding behind your scarf as a makeshift mask, 
winding off your layers and throwing away your wellies because there was 
no biting cold to protect against. She wouldn’t understand. Of that, Abby 
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was certain — no, this would be her own private fight, the sole lonely 
warrior against the might of an industrial empire. 


She accessed the galactic statistics net on her tablet to check. It didn’t 
have to be a disaster- maybe, she wouldn’t have to take up arms today. 


The digipad beeped, information unfurling under her touch. She quickly 
made a graph, and the results were damning — after a decade of Azanon 
having more than twenty factories on each planet they had expanded on, the 
average global temperature saw a noticeable drop. 


The evidence was all laid out before her. 


Quintonnia. Koerl 7. Hexxibb. Glostol. Nowhere had been unaffected 
— each one reported unstable weather patterns within a few years of 
Azanon’s expansion, after decades of stability. 


She couldn’t back out. 


By the time she returned home, she was forming a plan... Some minor 
sabotage here, a little industrial espionage there, and Andrew Oakleigh 
would give up on Eos 6. 


“Abby, come help with dinner! Your old man can’t do it all alone.” 


{?? 


“Coming, dad!” she called out, trying to shove down that feeling that 
she’d been caught doing something she shouldn’t, to the tune of her 
grandma’s grumbles — /’m helping too, you know... Ungrateful... What do 
you think I do all day if not cook? Her father always laughed it off. 

Just as she was turning towards the kitchen, a flash of white tugged at 
the corner of her eye. A piece of paper, some drawings in blue ink... 
Abby’s saving grace. Schematics of part of the factory, just lying on her 
father’s desk! Greedily, she snatched it up, twirling it between her fingers 
until it was a thin cigarette shape that she could slide neatly into her bag. 


“Abby!” 
“Coming!” she replied, hurrying downstairs. 


She knew she had to do what she planned, and yet, she felt a lump in 
her chest all through the blessings — was this the will of Hashem, or was it 
against? Would she even know before it was too late? 


After dinner, she asked her grandma outright — “did you ever worry, 
when you fought in the Pardes Voyage, that it was against Hashem’s will? 
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How did you know it was right?” 

Her heart beat faster and faster as she tried desperately not to think 
about why she was asking, as though her family would see the deceit in her 
eyes. There was some acrid smell too, something burning and punishing, 
stuck in her nose. She took a breath and hoped she wouldn’t have to lie. 


Leah snorted. Abby was worried there would be follow-up questions, 
and here, Leah was seeming not to take her seriously at all. 


“Why would I? I was trying to help my neighbours make peace, so we 
all may live, side by side. This feels an honourable enough cause that I 
would like to believe He would be proud.” 


Abby bit her lip. “But didn’t you have to, you know, hurt people? To 
reach your goal?” She didn’t know why she was prodding further. Leah was 
looking at her strangely, and her father shot her a glare. 


“Stop interrogating your grandma. Let’s play a game — how about 
chess?” 


With the subject effectively changed, Abby had gotten away with her 
line of questioning, and yet she couldn’t help but wish that it could have 
lasted longer. Just a little more advice, just a little help... But noble causes 
are so often fought alone. 


At night, she snapped a photo of the schematic, tracing it over in her 
mind again and again before carefully smoothing the original with a book, 
praying that no creases would be visible. Heart in her throat, she snuck 
across to her dad’s study, keeping her footsteps light so the small creaks of 
the floorboards would go unnoticed. Still, at every small sound, she 
flinched and held her breath. 

Five steps to the doorway. The squeaky floorboard there has to 
be leapt over; the landing is too hard. Surely, someone will come 
out, see her, see the guilt written in her face. Ask her why shes up 
and she would crumble. 


The fear doesnt make her turn back. She slips the paper back 
on her dads desk, then practically runs back to her bed and dives 
under the covers. Breathing heavily, she practices slowing the 
sounds — in, out, wait. Practice. Patience. 
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All this will be useful for tomorrow, when she will sneak into the 
factory. 
The schematic showed the location of a conveyor belt control, right by a 


window. She could sneak in and just delete a few lines of code, or remove a 
small component... 


It was all so simple in the movies. She’d work it out. 


In the small hours of the night, a loud sound from outside made her 
freeze, but it came from far away. She tried to go back to sleep- she’d need 
it for tomorrow’s adventure. 


* ok 3K 


Meanwhile, somewhere over the horizon, klaxons were ringing. 


“Hurry, her heart’s failing — I don’t think we can make it!” Zerlan bit 
zir lip as the living ship rocked around them. 


“Come on, be a little optimistic. What can we do?” The captain tried to 
keep the panic out of their voice, but Zerlan knew. Ze always knew. 


“What can we do — It’s too late. We’re not going to make it!” 


Nervous wires jumped and hissed, sputtering electricity like a vein 
bleeding out. 


“Yes, we are! Just hold on!” 
“What’s that, over there?” 


Zerlan took a closer look at the screen, an eye peering out through the 
dark. Just a little further... 


“We’re over a planet. Eos 6. There’s some foothills just below us. I 
think that’s where we’re headed!” 


Ze grimaced. At least their graves would be covered in flowers. 
“Hang on to something! We’re crashing!” 


And with that, the ground of Eos 6 greeted a trio of alien visitors for the 
first time... 
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Day Three: Don’t Worry, We’re Trespassing Too 


Thick light sluggishly rolled in through Abby’s windows, the sun made 
ragged from the cloying layer of smoke settled about the town. She pulled 
the flower-patterned comforter tightly over her head, then groaned, realising 
that she’d have to actually get up if she wanted to get anything done. 


But today was a Saturday. She could sleep in without school bells 
tugging at her conscience- school wasn’t demanding anything from her 
today. Of course, it was the sabbath — should she wait? Would G-d want 
her to wait? 


Too much to think about. She stayed in bed. 


A half hour later, she gave up trying to get back to sleep. Sent a quick 
prayer — /f you care, forgive me — and rolled out from under her nest. 


Her teachers never took “But miss, it was Sabbath! I can’t do work 
then!” as an excuse, but all she had was one little history essay to complete, 
so she could put it off until tomorrow. No sense in disappointing G-d twice 
in the same day. 

She told her dad that she was going for a walk, and tried to ignore that 
smell again; a nasty, acrid burning. She had never really been one for lying- 
maybe she just needed more practice. 

“A walk? Where’s good to walk around here?” 

Her heart fluttered. Her brain deserted her in her moment of need. “‘Oh, 
just around. Maybe up by the foothills? Pll be back in a couple hours, tops. 
Promise.” Her dad stopped bustling around the kitchen, tea in hand. 


If he asks me outright if I’m lying, I'll crumble, I know it. 


Instead, he asked: “Are you alright? The last couple days, you’ve 
seemed a bit... distracted.” 


“No, I’m fine.” Zoo quick. Slower, slower. She swallowed. “I’ve just got 
a lot going on at school, and really need to clear my head.” She made eye 
contact. He met it. 


They both waited a beat. 


“Okay, be careful! Love you.” In a flash, he was all smiles, waving her 
off cheerily. Abby felt her heart rate return to normal as she got outside. The 
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cool air had no effect as she strode off towards the factory; she had a job to 
do. 


Abby was lucky — most people in E-18 weren’t too observant, so 
going for a walk on the Sabbath wouldn’t be too frowned upon — hell, she 
knew people who weren’t religious at all, and would schedule their 
shopping for Saturday because they knew the shops would be half empty. 


By the time she reached the structure, the day was overcast and gloomy. 
She sneaked around the perimeter a little, because people always did that in 
heist movies, and when she was sure she was out of sight of the guards, she 
climbed over the fence. She’d worn thick trousers under her skirt, so the 
sharp points at the top didn’t bother her; she was over in a flash, 
exhilarated. She had paced for longer than she’d have liked, debating 
whether to truly go ahead with this, but in the end she was already here, 
wasn’t she? She may as well climb on over. 


She used a stick she’d nabbed from the ground to push a security 
camera out of the way, then pushed open the window directly below the 
room she needed, clenching her abdomen as she hauled herself inside. 


Saturday seemed to be mainly maintenance — some windows were 
open for ventilation, but the staffing was minimal, so Abby could get 
through the storage rooms largely undisturbed. Armed with only an apron 
and a mop, she wouldn’t be able to easily pass for a janitor upon even the 
slightest inspection, but she thought the disguise was at least fun. It really 
completed the experience — breaking in, moving the camera, dressing up... 
And now, sabotage. 


Steeling herself, she peered at the schematics on her pad. She’d traced 
over the drawing in her notes app and then deleted the original photo, 
because somehow, that made it feel more private. 


Just one turn here, then up the stairs. 


Her boots clattered against the metal stairs; inhaling sharply, she 
paused, listening for signs that she’d given herself away, for guards about to 
descend on her, but all she could hear was a hoover in the distance. 
Regulating her breaths carefully through her nose, she crept up slower, 
checking over her shoulder at every creak. 
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Eventually, she made it to the top, practically sprinting across the hall. 
The walls were metal, too, everything grey and dull. How did her father 
stand it? As she took one last glance over her shoulder, she noticed the 
assembly lines, visible at the end of the hallway — huge, sprawling 
creatures, planted across the factory floor everywhere they could fit one. 
Dozens of cleaners worked diligently to scrub every nook and cranny of 
those assembly lines, making everything perfect for the big day. 


Abby sucked in air through her teeth, then immediately regretted it, 
suppressing a cough through her sleeve. Suddenly, her heart rate increased, 
thoughts racing past — whatifsomeoneheardthat and whatwilldadthink and 
grandmacoulddoitsomuchbetter. In a panic, she thrusted her palm at the 
door in front of her, dodging into the room. A computer sat on top of a 
laminate desk that reminded her of the ones at school. From its back sprang 
a jumbled mess of wires — like motor neurons from a central nervous 
system, taking information to all the limbs the hands, the legs, the back. The 
servers perched on the floor as squatting toucans, red pads as beaks and 
wheels for clawed feet. 


Her scribbled 3 a.m. instructions in her padnotes just said to ‘sabotage a 
server??’. Abby suddenly realised that she had absolutely no idea how to 
hack a computer. Well, there were exposed wires... Before that thought had 
fully formed, her hands were nestled in the wad of minicables, and all she 
could think was J might see snow yet. 


She should pull. She couldn’t pull. She — 

“In here? Are you sure?” 

Voices! Hide! 

Scrambling to wedge herself behind a server block, she listened. 
The door creaked open. 


“Zerlan, this place looks like some computer terminal. Are you 
absolutely certain the cardio-ethylate is here?” 


“Nards, Nardy, Nardeth — do not worry about a thing, okay? I know 
what I’m doing. Hmm, this place doesn’t look quite right- we could still use 
that computer though, search for likely places in the databanks? Maybe 
there’s a map...” 
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These newcomers — they smelled different to the people in Abby’s 
town. Something ancient, all sandalwood and juniper-berries that nearly 
made her sneeze — they weren’t from around here. And they might not 
even be workers at the factory, given how lost they seemed. 


“Both of you, hush! This place is mostly empty, but there’s still guards 
around. We need to be careful. Just, hurry it up, Zerl? Do what you have 
to.” 


“Yes, Mrell,” the pair replied in unison; some practised in-joke, their 
voices fake-exasperated, like this ‘Mrell’ was always telling them what to 
do. 


A figure with brown hair and deeply tanned skin came into sight, deftly 
tapping away at the computer keyboard. Abby could just about make out 
some software program opening, then frustrated grunts as the definitely- 
not-a-factory-worker was denied access. 


“IT can’t get in! There’s some real security around here — I’d need my 
own computer, and more time than we have now. It’s doable, just not 
without my tools.” 


“I’m not sure we can hang around this planet much longer. Someone 
will notice us, and I don’t think that’s such a good idea when we can’t make 
a quick getaway”. 


This planet? Abby’s mind raced with the possibilities. At school, they’d 
always been warned of outsiders, of how their planet was supposed to be a 
paradise, but that heaven came at a cost. Their entire system was delicately 
balanced on a single pivot point, and any outside influences could send 
them swinging. 

Even in individual neighbourhoods, the residents seemed to keep to 
themselves. It was as if the whole planet was too afraid of making noise, of 
letting other people in. E-18’s regulations said all were welcome, and yet, 
so few came. Janice’s neighbourhood had been founded by isolationists, so 
was much stricter — only visitors allowed. No outsiders for longer than a 
few hours without express permission and extensive vetting from the 
council. Even getting a sleepover had been practically impossible- in many 
ways, they’d stopped hanging out because of how difficult it was to see 
each other. As Janice wasn’t allowed to be away for long enough to make 
the trip to Abby’s, and Abby couldn’t come to her for more than the length 
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of a movie, the whole thing felt a little pointless. Where could they go from 
here? 


If these people really were aliens — the epitome of outsiderness — 
there was no way them being discovered would end well. Perhaps they 
weren’t even friendly. Perhaps if they knew about Abby, it wouldn’t end 
well for her, either. 


If she could just turn slightly, just get a proper look at them, maybe she 
would know if they were hostile — 


Crap. 


The whole server groaned under protest as she wiggled her torso 
around. There was no way they hadn’t heard. 


“Hello? Is someone there?” one of the voices called out. “You did do a 
scan for life before we entered the room, right?” 


“Well, we were in such a hurry —” 
“Zerlan!... Alright. Do one now!” 


She waited a beat as a little ‘zip’ noise bounced about the room. What 
could she do? 


“Nothing yet — ah, yes, there. Someone’s in here with us. Eosian — 
the local human offshoot, I believe — male, mid-teens.” 


Well, they’d find her anyway — may as well stop hiding. 


“Female, actually,” Abby corrected, squeezing out from behind the 
server box. “I thought you were guards, or workers, but you’re clearly not 
meant to be here either, right? Neither am I. I won’t turn you in if you don’t 
turn me in, deal?” 


This was quite possibly the stupidest thing she’d ever done in her life. 
These were outsiders, aliens, unknowns — they could hurt her, or kill her, 
or take her away. 


Except they didn’t look like they wanted to harm her. They were 
humanoid — two arms, two legs, and faces that looked just as confused and 
frightened as she felt. 


One of them stepped forward. 
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“Hi, um, Eosian female. I am Nardeth. You are right, we aren’t meant to 
be here. We’re looking for a special material to fix our craft so we can get 
off your planet. She’s heartbroken, you see, and she needs us to make her a 
new valve, so she can fly again. We mean you no harm, and will not disturb 
your people once we’ve got out material.” 


“How can a craft be heartbroken?” Always too curious for her own 
good, but she just couldn’t help herself. 


The dark-haired figure she’d noticed earlier began speaking. “Our ship 
is alive. She has a heart, and a mind, just like you and me — Eosians do 
have hearts, right?” 


Abby nodded 
“Just one?” 
“Of course — why? How many do you have?” 


“Not important. Anyway, our ship, she travels the stars, but she needs to 
be able to tell our reality from the others, make sure we don’t get... shall we 
say, drawn off-course. The reality valve in her heart lets her do that. But 
she’s an old thing, and the valve broke, which sent us crashing here. We 
need to find some kind of storage bay, so we can get the material we need to 
grow her a new valve.” 


Okay, everything made sense now — these people were clearly nuts. 


“Right... Well, Pll just be off, then, shall I?” She tried to skirt around 
the trio of aliens, backing away slowly. 


“We know how it sounds!” The woman spoke this time. Her hair was 
fluffy in a way Abby had always wished hers was, and she seemed a little 
calmer than her compatriots, who were both fidgeting nervously. “My name 
is Mrellin, by the way — those two knuckleheads are Nardeth and Zerlan. 
They’re my friends. Zerlan was the engineer at my old job, but now ze 
helps us fix up the ship, whilst Nardy mostly does navigation.” 


Perhaps she thought sharing this information would help calm Abby 
down? 


“Look. You don’t have to believe us — all you need to know is, we 
won’t hurt you. You said you won’t tell anyone we’re here. Is that still your 
position?” 
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Abby looked between the three. “Yeah, sure.” She nodded slowly. Then, 
an idea began crawling into her head — it started at the base, tugging at her 
brain stem before climbing up across the corpus callosum like a set of 
monkey bars, until it had spread across her whole cortex. 


“Hey, didn’t I see you trying to hack into that computer?” 


Zerlan smirked, proud of zir abilities. “Yeah, just to try and find us a 
map or something. We’re a bit lost here.” 


“Well, good news for you lot — I can help. I have a map of this part of 
the factory, and I know my dad’s password to the system — maybe we can 
help each other out. You see, I’m an intruder, too. I came here to sabotage 
the factory.” 


The aliens had given her their story — she should extend the same trust. 


“That factory is right next to my town,” she explained once she had let 
the statement sink in. “It pollutes our air, and it messes with the weather. 
They plan to put up a whole bunch of other factories, but only if the 
company owner sees the factory here is going well, so if I can mess up this 
place before then, the plan might not go ahead. Could you do that for me? 
Help me sabotage the system, and I help you find the material for your 
heart?” 


Nardeth — a light-haired person with unfairly large eyes — turned to 
the others, reaching out a hand. They almost seemed to have some private 
conversation, all without moving their lips. Finally, they told her what she 
needed to hear. 


“Okay. Deal. We’ll be back here tomorrow evening — it’s way too 
risky to try breaking in during the day again. Think you can be here about 
three hours before midnight?” 


Abby’s heart hadn’t slowed the whole conversation, and it was showing 
no signs of doing so now. “Deal. Pll see you then. But I want to know 
everything — around here, all the stories are the same old stuff on repeat. I 
want something new. Tell me — who are you? Where are you from? How 
can a ship be alive?” 


“Tell us your name first, kid,” Nardeth replied, and Abby felt a blush 
spread up her cheeks for forgetting such a common courtesy. 
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“T’m Abby. Abigail Stein. I live just down there, across from the 
factory, in E-18. That’s our neighbourhood. Now, your turn.” 


And the three told her the most wondrous stories- of galaxies, and of 
time, and of war. Things she could never imagine, that even they struggled 
to explain. “You can call us Lightbringers. We used to work for this... 
organisation, but let’s just say it was a toxic work environment, so we left. 
Before that...” 


The tale they wove was long and complicated and fantastical. They 
hesitated, in places, as though unsure that she would believe the next bit, no 
matter how many times she assured them that she was following along. 
They seemed, as a result, to speak in questions. 


Can you imagine a palace built out of time? A whole world of sand and 
glass and fire — it was our job to protect it. Can you imagine the 
smouldering grass, the twin suns, the shimmering seas and wild winds? 
Elementals of time, sailing through time on the backs of their Greater 
forebears — can you feel them? Can you understand a soul entangled in a 
machine, her beating heart of possibility the only thing between you and the 
universe. 


If any part of the webs they weaved were true, then surely, helping them 
would be worth it. Helping another soul is always a good thing, so surely, 
that should apply to lost Lightbringers. These outsiders could very well be 
her saviours. 
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Day Four: Abby Is For Abaddon 


Sunday. What a pointless, boring day, full of history essays and leftover 
latkes and tidying her room just to keep her hands busy. The evening could 
not come fast enough, and even then, she felt some reservation about 
leaving in the middle of the night without telling her family. 


But she would be back by morning. Now, there was work to be done. 


The next day was a school day but that should not matter in the face of 
justice. After dark, Abby divested herself of her pyjamas and donned full 
winter wear — before the factory, night was around minus ten degrees at 
this time of the year. Over time, this had risen to barely below zero. 


Still cold enough for hats, gloves, and scarves, but never enough for 
snow. 


Her grandma had been coughing more lately, and today, she had fallen 
over. Leah had insisted that she was fine, because that is what Memaws 
always said, but Abby couldn’t help but worry. 


Would her grandma ever know what she was doing? Would she be 
proud? 


She didn’t have time to think too deeply as she hoisted herself out of 
her own window and down to her garden gate. Looking back, she watched 
her quiet house, still and dark, before making her way back to the factory. 


The Lightbringers were already waiting in the same room from the day 
before, no time to waste. She punched in her dad’s password — he used the 
same one for everything, Ab14ABBA, which he told her was about an old 
Earth band she’d never listened to. As a floor manager, he had access to 
enough of the company’s system to find what they were looking for — a 
map of the full building. He didn’t have access to an inventory list, but they 
figured that it would be best to head down to the storage cells in the 
basement. If this cardio-ethylate they needed was anywhere, then surely, it 
would be there, in the belly of the beast. 


The trio turned towards the door, but Abby blocked their path, arms 
crossed. “Aren’t you forgetting something? Complete your end of the 
bargain. We need to cause severe disruption that won’t be fixed in the next 
couple days.” 
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Zerlan sucked air through zir teeth — these aliens sure acted just as 
human as she was, with their normal mannerisms, normal walk, normal 
clothes — except the way they spoke. Now, that was different. 


“Okay, you drive a hard bargain, but here we go. It would probably be 
better to go with the software, nor hardware, since everyone checks the 
hardware first. It’1l take longer for them to figure out the problem.” 


Struck with a sudden thought, Abby interrupted zir. “Wait, this 1s from 
my dad’s account- they won’t know it was him, right?” 


The air in the room began to ignore her, she was sure of it. Silence hung 
threateningly, or as threateningly as a lack of something could hang, as 
Zerlan considered her issue. If she got her dad in trouble, she’d never 
forgive herself. But this was important. Finally, her chance to do something 
good, something rebellious- something her grandma would be proud of. 


The alien waved her concerns off with one hand. “Relax! Ill bury the 
code so deep in the system they’ Il never find it — he’ll never be linked to 
this. Trust me. I’m an alien, I have advanced technological knowledge!” 
Abby smirked. Of course, everything was fine. 


Absent-mindedly, she trailed her fingers across the table while she 
waited for the job to be over. She wished that the factory hadn’t been 
cleaned, so she could be making pretty patterns in dust, but the table was 
spotless. 

She picked up her water bottle, then, walking over to the server-box 
she’d hidden behind the day before, emptied half the contents into the 
structure. 


Mrellin raised a quizzical eyebrow. 
“What? More is better,” she explained. 


“True. Maybe you should short out a few computers too. For good 
measure.” 


The two women slowly grinned. 


Within the hour, Nardeth, Mrellin, and Abby had vandalised just about 
every computer on the floor. When they ran out of water, Nardeth produced 
a permanent marker and they began scribbling over screens, so no-one 
would be able to use them. Abby giggled — this was the first time she’d 
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truly let loose, done something wholly against the rules. Why had no one 
ever told her how truly fun crime could be? 


By the time they returned to the server room, they were breathless and 
jolly-faced from racing across corridors. Zerlan had finished — they logged 
out and scribbled over that screen too, just for the hell of it. The four began 
making their way down to the basement, ready to retrieve the material for 
their reality valve. 


“So, you get this cardio-ethate —” 


“Ethylate,” Nardeth corrected quietly, looking around in case they were 
being followed. They seemed the most nervous of the three, always the first 
to worry about potential trouble. 


“Ethylate,” she repeated. “And then, how does that become a valve? Do 
you have some kind of vacuum former?” 


“No, it’s not a plastic,” Zerlan jumped in — always the first to explain 
anything to do with technology. “It’s an organic material. It’s extracted from 
myethene berries, which only grow on a few planets in the whole universe, 
and then under high pressure turns into a strained, brittle substance that we 
can feed into our GTE’s imagination orbs. These take the material and turn 
it into a valve.” 


“That seems... needlessly complicated.” 


Zerlan pouted. Nardeth laughed; it was the first time they'd smiled since 
Abby had met them. Mrellin, meanwhile, produced a small device from her 
pocket some kind of disruptor, she said, the design ‘poached from a 
renegade’. Whatever that meant. 


The device made a small chirping noise, and then the door swung open. 


Before them was a truly massive area, damp and crowded with boxes 
shoved onto shelves haphazardly, the regular shapes of trolleys broken with 
protruding poles, and the floor slippery with dirty water, dripping from 
somewhere directly above them. This was nothing like the neat, ordered 
monochrome of the world upstairs. 


“You'd think the wealthiest business in the galaxy would keep better 
order of their stock” Nardeth mused out loud, their wavering voice echoing 
terribly in this labyrinth. 


“This will be difficult. How will we find anything down he —” 
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“Found it,” Mrellin called, her small device beeping excitedly. Look 
mum, I found a cool rock! it seemed to scream as she got closer. “Here, help 
me shift it, will you, Zerlan? We should only need one roll.” 


“Coming,” Ze called, dropping whatever component ze’d been 
investigating eagerly to come to her aid. Nardeth plodded over to watch 
their friends as Abby turned back towards the door. 


“Hello? Is there someone down here?” There was that smell again; that 
acrid burning, infecting her nose as her heart betrayed her practised calm 
expression. But no, this wasn't just getting caught with her hand in a cookie 
jar; this was serious. Someone was coming. She could let herself show the 
panic, just a little, as she went to the door. 


Five steps away. 


“Friq, is that you? I warned you once about these stupid pranks. Come 
on man, it's nearly midnight, just let me have a nap.” 


Four steps. 


The guard stopped walking. “Seriously, if it's you, just tell me. I won't 
tell. Just stop fucking around — we're only a couple days away from that 
inspection thing.” 


Three. 


“You're not Friq...”. The guard mumbled, evidently realising that his 
friend wouldn’t still be yanking his chain. “Intruders! Put your hands up — 
I’m armed!” 


Fuck. Not at all what she had expected — had she expected anything? 
Had she expected never to be caught? 


Two. 


“There will be consequences if you do not reveal yourself. I'm coming 
in.” 

One. 

Abby stood back as the door swung open in front of her. She felt 
something in her hands- some heavy metal plate from the top of a nearby 
box — and vaguely wondered when she’d picked it up. Before shock could 
register on the guard's face, she closed her eyes, and felt her arms swing the 
plate outwards. 
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Breathe. In, out, in, out. There's that smell again... She opened her 
eyes. The guard was sprawled on the floor, unconscious. Something rust- 
coloured was smeared across his forehead. With a sick feeling growing in 
her stomach, she realised she had drawn blood. 


“Hey, I heard a noise, what — oh.” 


Nardeth was staring at the guard. Abby couldn't draw her eyes from her 
own hands — how could she have done this? She'd be in so much trouble... 
Dad will never forgive me... this whole thing was a mistake, and now it's 
too late to turn back... 


Even as she panicked, Nardeth was checking the guard and murmuring 
to themself. “Heartbeats sound regular... That taser means he's a guard. 
Mrell!” they called, and the other two Lightbringers appeared, carrying a 
small roll of what looked like a thin sea-sponge. 


“What do we do?” Abby whispered, though she clearly meant what did 
I do. 


“Don't worry, we’ll figure it out.” Nardeth bit their lip. “Maybe we can 
bring him back to the ship? Get him out of the way until that CEO guy has 
left?” 


“That'll be days! Besides, I'm not sure she'll like having a stranger 
stashed in her, especially while she’s vulnerable. Knowing her, she might go 
on strike.” Mrellin’s brow furrowed as she considered the possibilities. 


Abby spoke without moving. “You can't mean we just... keep him? 
That's kidnapping. That's a crime.” 

“So is rendering someone unconscious, stealing, vandalism... Better he 
goes missing for a few days than us getting arrested,” Nardeth explained 
pragmatically. 

The smell, that horrible burning, it only got worse the longer they 
discussed this. 


“But a7? 


“He's seen your face,” Zerlan spoke carefully, kneeling in front of Abby 
so she had to look at zir, take in zir calm manner, and start calming down 
too. “We just need to make sure he doesn't tell anyone about us — any of 
us. Then we can let him go.” 
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Slowly, the teen nodded. “Okay. Okay, but only until he promises not to 
snitch.” 


Zerlan laughed at her choice of words, and they set out towards their 
ship. 


As they left the factory, the clock struck midnight. In four days, Andrew 
Oakleigh would come to E-18. They were running out of time. 
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Day Five: Hard Choices 


Moonlight was cascading across the grass as Abby and _ the 
Lightbringers reached their ship. Even as they were just toeing the foothills, 
she could feel something magnetic about the strange cabin they were 
heading towards. It whispered ancient secrets and beckoned her eyes to just 
see something different. The cabin was a disguise for some great force 
beyond all human — or Eosian — comprehension, and she could taste it, 
just beneath reality... Some strange, ethereal presence. 


Shaking her head, she followed the confident trio. Mrellin carried the 
guard slung over one shoulder like she’d done this before. Abby didn’t dare 
ask. 


“So, a cabin?” 


“Ah, she may look ordinary on the surface,” the Lightbringer replied, 
confirming her suspicions, “but I promise you — there is a whole world of 
wonder between those four walls. Which aren’t actually wooden, by the 
way. Like most of our engineering, it’s all about perception your 
perception of dimensions — it’s about relative frames of reference,” they 
rephrased. “The subjective interior dimensions when you’re standing on the 
other side of her front door are pushed out of step with the subjective 
dimensions of the exterior reference frame. Cool, huh?” Zerlan smiled, but 
this quickly dropped as they remembered where they were, and what they 
were doing. 


Abby didn’t stop to gaze in amazement when she stepped through the 
unassuming not-wood door and into the very belly of the creature she’d 
heard calling, just beneath her usual field of hearing. She didn’t ask what all 
the levers did, and she barely let her eyes do more than drift over the 
swirling, indecipherable patterns on the walls. If they even were walls. 


Instead, she turned to Mrellin, who produced some rope from who 
knew where and lashed the guard to a metal pole that formed part of a 
handrail. She squatted in front of him, watching as his eyelids began to 
flicker — once, twice, and... now he was awake. 


“It’s late,” she stated simply. He looked from side to side, then back at 
her, opening his mouth — presumably to begin firing accusations, or 
perhaps threats. She quickly put a finger to his lips. 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


“It is way past my bedtime,” she continued, “and I’m tired. This doesn’t 
have to be a big thing. I just need to know you won’t tell anyone about us.” 


The guard kept staring at her, mouth in a small ‘o’ like a goldfish. 
She sighed. This would not be easy. 


“Come on, what’s your name? Is it Gary? Gary the Guard?” She was 
edging towards rambling, but for once she trusted her gut, and let her mouth 
run away. Her weight swung back as she sat on her haunches, one fist under 
her chin. 


“Steve,” he said slowly. “But you...” 


“Kidnapped you, yes. We’ll be here forever if you just keep stating the 
obvious. So, Steve. Steve, Steve, Steve!” She rolled the word around her 
mouth, getting to know the feel, the shape, the way it bounced from one 
side to the other. “Tell me Steve. You’re not going to turn us in, right? I 
mean, we’re all friends here” 


She could practically hear the Lightbringers trying to hold their laughter 
in. She’d clearly stolen this forward persona from a TV show, but they 
wouldn’t stop her. She seemed to be having fun now — her hands were 
fluttering, just slightly, as she made punishingly intense eye contact with 
their prisoner. 


“Friends? What do you mean, ‘friends’?” Steve the Guard didn’t seem 
to be getting any handle on the situation, protesting against its absurdity 
with the pique of a child clinging to his one remaining certainty. “You 
kidnapped me!” 


“Because we had to! You see, I didn’t mean any harm — I am just 
trying to save my town. Well, my friends’ towns, really. You weren’t meant 
to be there. So, if you swear you won’t tell on us, then you can go. Simple. 
So, do you promise?” 


Steve fidgeted erratically, twisting about himself as far as he could. “Pl 
scream!” he stated, seeming to gain a great deal of clarity from the sudden 
inspiration. “Yeah, that’s what I'll do. Someone’ |! hear me!” 


Abby tutted. “Not so smart, are you now, Steve? See, we’re plenty far 
from civilisation —” Mrellin shut Nardeth’s open mouth with a single glare, 
““__ and there’s way more of us than of you. So... Just promise?” 
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Steve seemed to consider his options. His head began to move — 
slowly, surely, he nodded. 


“Okay. Sure. Just let me go, and no-one will know you were ever at the 
factory.” 


Abby let out a great puff of air, sliding back so she was fully sitting 
back on the floor, hands propping up her torso. “Now, I’d love to believe ya 
Steve, but I can’t be sure now, can I? Look, I want to let you go, I really do, 
but I just don’t know.” 


Zerlan leaned over to zir friends, whispering as ze watched Abby’s 
performance. “Why don’t we just, I don’t know, wipe Steve’s mind?” 


“T don’t want to wipe Steve’s mind,” Mrellin replied. “I’m starting to 
like this clown. Besides, can either of you do it? No? Well, to be honest, 
neither can I. You need practice, or really high telepathy skills, usually both. 
Otherwise you might wipe the poor guy’s whole life, and that just wouldn’t 
be fair.” 


“Just tell me what you want from me,” Steve said, a tremor in his voice 
as he processed what the alien had just said. 


“Hmm. Maybe... Why don’t you give us a really embarrassing piece of 
information. Mutually assured destruction, right? If you tell on us, then you 
know we’d share your secret. You cheating on your partner? You ever killed 
a man? Do you have pictures?” Abby fired off eagerly, egging on poor 
Steve. 
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“No! I’m an honest, boring guy, I swear 


“Hmph. Well, that’s bad news for you, because I can’t let you go 
without something like that. Hey, here’s what’ll happen — it’s late. I am 
going to go home, and I’m going to sleep. Pll come back in a bit, and you 
can have thought of something by then, right? Everyone’s got something.” 


Steve’s breath began to quicken, and Abby tried not to sneeze as that 
nose-burning stench got stronger. “You can’t just leave me here! Please! 
You can’t —” 


“Relax, Steve. This is our place — we’ll lock you into a guest room, 
alright? Bring you some breakfast in a few hours. No need to panic,” 
Nardeth responded, kneeling to untie the man. He was still panicking, but 
surely, the Lightbringers could handle it. 
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Abby stood up and walked out of the Greater Time Elemental’s insides. 
The whole space just made her feel queasy, like how the smell of vomit 
makes you need to vomit too. They did say she was heartbroken, but she 
didn’t think it was so literal... She could swear that, underlying the 
unfathomable shapes and colours, there was the smell of rotting flesh. It had 
made her giddy, too, that all-surrounding organicity — she’d never felt 
quite so alive — but too much was too much. 


And, of course, she was not entirely sure how real she was anymore, 
nor indeed the people around her. Any honest summary of the last few 
hours sounded like a demented dream. 


But still. So alive. 


By the time she’d plodded back to her house and shimmied up the 
drainpipe to her window, she didn’t even have the energy to remove her 
shoes before she flopped on the bed. She dreamed of burning smells and 
burning houses, of a man with a scarf and a woman with a knife. Of flowers 
and rotting flesh and an empty factory. 


Only a few hours later, she was struggling through the dark to the 
school bus. That day, she barely kept her eyes open through her lessons — 
only one teacher asked if she was okay. She lied. 


“M'fine, just tired,” she mumbled as the bell rang, and she dragged 
herself back to the bus. 
ok Xk 


“This is going too far. We should get out of here,” Nardeth spoke 
firmly, meeting Mrellin’s eye. 


In fact, they didn’t speak; they sang, in the lilting, hymn-like tongue of 
the Lightbringers. There was no point in speaking the local language 
anymore; Abby wasn’t here to listen to this conversation, nor would she 
ever hear about it if they could help it. Whichever way it ended. 


“We can’t — Abby can’t do this alone. She’s just a kid. We have to 
stay,” Zerlan spoke against them, carefully placing down an empty tray. 


“We kidnapped someone! I don’t care how young she is, or how much 
she needs us, that’s too much. Too far. I can’t — we can’t —‘ 
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“It’s okay. It’s okay.” Mrellin grabbed their hand and waited for their 
breath to slow. “It’s not like what happened to you. I know we have what 
we need, but Zerlan is right — we made a promise. We need to make sure 
Abby doesn’t go further, do something she’ll regret. It’s our duty to keep 
promises, and to help people where we can”’. 


“We’ve already helped! Zerlan did the software thing, and we scribbled 
on all those computers —” 


“But if something goes wrong, she’ll need us. She’s clearly going to do 
this anyway; we may as well stay and see it completed.” 


Mrellin always seemed to give the last word. Even with Nardeth’s 
nervousness, she was in charge, keeping them calmer as they moved the 
discussion on to how long exactly it would take to generate the new valve, 
and when their ship would feel well enough to fly. 


KK 3K 


Upon returning home, Abby was met with a surprise: Her father was 
pacing, frustrated. 


Careful, she placed her bag on the counter. “Hey Dad, what’s wrong?”’. 
He stopped pacing. 

“Today’s just been a mess.” 

I know how you feel. She didn’t say that out loud, of course. 


“IT got to work, and guess what? The construction lines were 
malfunctioning. As long as I’ve worked there, that’s never happened, not 
once. Our engineers think it’s a software problem, and they can probably fix 
it before Mr Oakleigh’s visit, but it still has everyone a bit frantic. And then, 
we found that a lot of computers wouldn’t turn on — the screens just stay 
black. It’s all just bad timing — don’t worry, we’ll sort it out. But there is 
something I need to talk to you about. Maybe you want to sit down for 
this.” 


She stood there, making no move to grab a chair, so he continued. 


“You know your grandma has had a bit of a cold?” Abby’s heart 
skipped a beat. “She’s, well, she’s getting sicker. We went to the doctor and 
he thinks it could be more than a cold, and even if it’s not, at her age... We 
just need to be more careful of her, okay? Help her around the house, that 
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kind of thing. Well, I know you probably have a lot of homework, don’t let 
me keep you.” 


His voice was strained, tense. Abby didn’t know if she should be 
worrying. 

“Okay,” she said, but the word seemed to fall away before her, into the 
abyss. His back was already turned, back to pacing the kitchen. 


She headed straight back out. The walk felt shorter than before, not long 
enough to sort out her thoughts. 


Leah had always been a constant in her life; some ancient, unmovable 
force that had shaken the world and made the stars. She couldn’t imagine 
her as some invalid, stuck in bed all day — she’d be bored out of her mind. 


Zerlan told her they’d figure out what to do with Steve, and that she 
shouldn’t worry about it — Nardeth would return to the factory a bit later, 
try to search Steve’s locker for something they could hold over him so they 
could safely let him go. She nodded without saying a word. 
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Day Six: Losers, Weepers 


There were only two days until Oakleigh arrived. Two days to do the 
impossible. 


Today was a Tuesday, and Abby daydreamed all through maths. She 
messaged her dad that she’d be home late and went straight to the 
lightbringers. She hung around outside for a bit, almost afraid to face that 
feeling again, but soon Mrellin met her and brought her in from the cold. 


It was always a little colder, further from the neighbourhood. 


Mrellin’s face was grave and drawn, and Zerlan’s incessant pacing 
reminded Abby a little too much of her father’s worries back home. 


“What’s wrong? Did something happen?” 


Mrellin bit her lip. “It’s Nardeth. They never came back from the 
factory last night. We think — we think they’ ve been taken.” 


Abby pretended not to notice that she was crying. She wiped her eyes 
too quickly for questions. 


“Well, what do we do? How do we get them back?” 


“That’s definitely the right question. Zerlan thinks we should sneak in, 
but I think it’s too risky- do you know anything? Have you heard of 
someone being kept there?” Abby shook her head. She’d barely spoken to 
her father the last few days, and didn’t know any more than they did. 


“Okay. Okay — fuck!” Mrellin suddenly yelled, making Abby jump. 
“I’m sorry, sorry, it’s just, you were our best hope. Only hope, really. I just 
— I don’t know what to do.” 


“I’m not your only lead,” she said quietly, but her words echoed in the 
space between her and the aliens. They both turned back to her, listening 
intently. 


“What?” 


“We have someone who knows the factory intimately, staying in your 
guest room.” 


Before she knew what was happening, Mrellin was marching away 
from her, Zerlan quickly following. Abby gulped; going further into the 
ship rather felt like walking directly down the throat of an infinitely long 
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viper, but she didn’t feel she had much choice, so swallowed her fear and 
tiptoed after them. 


The door banged open. 


“Listen up, you little twerp.” Uh oh. “My best friend’s been kidnapped 
by your shit-for-brains employers, so you’d better tell me right the fuck 
now where you could keep a prisoner in that stupid factory you worship, or 
else!” She grimaced, reaching out a fist. Slowly, she extended her fingers, 
one at a time. Steve closed his eyes. 


She tapped him on the cheek. 
“Well, let’s just say it won’t be good for you.” 
“Uh, I don’t —” 


“Come on, Steve!” Abby wandered into the room behind Mrellin. “I’m 
sure you know that place inside and out. I mean, that was your job, and I 
know you’re good at your job. Smart guy like you. You must know all the 
best hiding places, the rooms the manager keeps locked up, says you can’t 
go in... There’s got to be somewhere like that. And, wherever it is, I’m sure 
the best guard in Azanon Industries knows it like the back of his hand.” She 
blinked quickly — that always seemed to work in movies. 


Steve actually seemed a bit disturbed by it, but shook himself, 
recovering quickly. 

“T’m really not the best guard there. My friend Friq is really —” 

Mrellin smashed her fist against the foot of the bed. “Urgh, enough of 


this!” She reached down and grabbed Steve’s arm. “Come on. We’re going 
to get them, and you’re coming with us. You can show us around.” 


Zerlan coughed. “Uh, Mrell? You sure this is a good idea?” 
“We don’t have time.” Her voice was a low growl as she strode out of 
the room, Steve scrambling to his feet behind her. 


Despite her reservations about Mrellin’s method — or rather, lack 
thereof — Abby ran after her and Zerlan as they crossed the grass towards 
E-18. As they rushed past her house, she realised just how quickly the dark 
was descending, and grabbed her pad to send her dad a quick message — 
Been struggling with quadratics. At a maths club thing — home late. 
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She didn’t have time to acknowledge the burning in her nose that came 
with the lie. The burning in her lungs took precedence as she dashed after 
the lightbringers and their captive. Mrellin seemed to have done something 
to him, because he wasn’t making any noise, and Abby hoped that it wasn’t 
permanent. 

The factory seemed more like a fortress against the setting sun. Reds 
and oranges backlit steel and smoke that stung her eyes as she got nearer. 
She swore everything should be shut down by now. In only a few minutes, 
they found out why it wasn’t. 


Stealing through the corridors was more difficult when the factory was 
fully operational, so they stuck with the balconies. The building used to be 
something else — Abby had never found out what, because it had been 
vacated before the first Earth settlers arrived, just one last remnant of a lost 
civilisation. They skulked along the sides as quietly as they could, but 
Mrellin’s fury spoke volumes. 


Peering through a window, Abby slowed down for just a moment, 
overhearing one of the lead managers giving some kind of briefing. 


“... We’ll need everything at double efficiency. No, triple! We should 
have more product ready than usual. He has to be impressed, or people 
might start losing their jobs. Now, we have two days...” 


Abby shuddered. Two days and they were one team member down. 


Mrellin saw what she was doing and turned on her heel. “Abby, take 
Steve and hide. Here!” She practically threw the man at the teen, who 
helped him tuck into the darkest corner of the balcony. 


“Hey, Steve.” 

“Whasuhewhatsitmmm...” he murmured. Abby stared at him oddly. 
“Dude, what did she do to you” 

“She licked my brainbow!!” 

“What.” 


“Shhh! Madness,” he whispered in an airy, dream-like tone, and waved 
a finger lazily in her direction — then he lay down. 
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Zerlan stood back against the railing and watched vengeance work its 
magic on zir friend. 


Mrellin knocked on the glass. Once, twice, three times. Smash! 


Her fist went through. Everyone inside turned to her in shock as she 
brushed off the fractals of broken glass. 


“Hello, bastards. You took my friend, and I am very, very angry. And 
you do not want to make me angry.” 


She stepped through. 
Abby watched on in a strange sort of pride. Attagirl. 


“Listen, if this is what I think it is about, then your friend was 
trespassing.” The man at the head of the table seemed unperturbed, simply 
raising an eyebrow at Mrellin’s grand entrance. 


“Jeff? You know what this is about?” The other two eyed their 
colleague suspiciously. 


“Oh, he knows. He knows exactly where my best friend 1s, and he will 
tell me, right now.” 


Abby gulped. Going off the plan didn’t seem like a good idea — then 
again, with the factory so busy, they’d have gotten caught by now anyway. 
At least Mrellin seemed to be enjoying herself — everyone had a dark side. 
Even aliens. 


“Or what? Threats don’t work if you have no leverage.” 


Jeff seemed confident, smirking. His blue suit was un-creased and well- 
pressed, but plain. Dull. Boring. All the villains from her storybooks were 
larger than life, massive men of myth with dastardly plans and dark, 
elaborate clothes, but these men seemed more like the ones her grandma 
told her about; powerful but normal men who stood in the way of ordinary 
people living their lives. Nardeth didn’t seem ordinary, but they still should 
be free. 


“Or we won’t give your man back.” Oh, that’s right — her side had 
captured someone, too. 


Jeff laughed. “My man? Now you really are clutching at straws — I 
think I'd know if one of our managers had been kidnapped by some 
maniac.” 
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Mrellin bristled. “Don’t play the fool. Not a manager — your guard. 
Steve.” 


“Steve? You think I care about some guard this close to D-Day?” Jeff 
stood up. “We’re done here. You can leave the same way you came in — 
but we will track you down and sue you for the property damage.” 


Abby mumbled under her breath — “Really? A_ billion-credit 
company?” — just as Mrellin called out to the arrogant manager. 


“Really? You think you can just walk away?” 


In a flash, she was pressing Jeff against a wall, the other men 
exclaiming like kids being yapped up by the first dog they’d ever met as 
their leader protested loudly. 


“You, mortal, will tell me where you’re keeping your hostage, and then 
we will return ours to you. That is not a negotiation, that is an order.” Her 
eyes burned with something acrid, and Abby wondered if that was what her 
grandma looked like when she was drafting peace treaties and making 
everyone just stop fighting. This certainly didn’t fee/ like de-escalation, but 
it also felt necessary. 


Abby watched. She watched as Jeff snapped his fingers at his 
colleagues impatiently. She watched as one of them left the room, his dark 
grey suit-tails swishing behind him. She watched as, finally, they brought 
Nardeth into the room, and Zerlan helped Steve through the hole in the 
window. 

Nardeth was shaking, terrified. Mrellin jumped to their aid without 
skipping a beat, leaving the three executives to vacate the room, with Steve 
catching on and lumbering slowly behind them. Jeff stopped for a moment 
and turned to the window, hungry eyes scanning quickly over Abby and 
Zerlan before he decided that whatever he was about to do wouldn’t be 
worth it, and left with his compatriots. 


“Steve never agreed not to tell them who we were. Are you sure we 
should be...?” 


“Don’t worry. Mrellin did the thing.” Zerlan sounded grim. 
“What thing?” 


“Oh, uh, we’re kind of a bit telepathic. None of us are very good at it, 
SO We weren’t going to risk wiping his mind in case we did it wrong, but 
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Mrellin tried to blur his memories. He’ll be back to normal soon, but 
shouldn’t be able to pick any of us out of a line-up.” 


“You're telepathic? You can, like, hear thoughts? So, if people were 
thinking about the bad things they could do to someone... Is that why 
Nardeth seems so...” 


“Not okay? Uh, no.” Mrellin was stroking Nardeth’s forehead and 
whispering soothingly as they began to unravel from their ball of fear. “It’s 
kind of a long story, but let’s just say something like this happened at our 
old job.” 


“Your job? What — what do you mean?” 


“T don’t think I should say. Just — all big companies are alike.” Ze 
walked forward and helped Nardeth up, and they staggered down the stairs 
together. 


The Lightbringers went home, Mrellin holding Nardeth’s hand as they 
stumbled across the grass. Nardeth would need time to recover, and Abby 
had to go back to her real life, ready for another exhausting day of normal. 
The sun was practically rising by the time she clambered into bed, and that 
night, she did not dream at all. 
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Day Seven: All In 


Wednesday was not a good day. 


In fact, that Wednesday would quite likely go down in the history of 
Bad Wednesdays as one of the worst Wednesdays to hit E-18 in quite some 
time. If badness was measured by how much it affected Abby Stein’s life 
specifically, it would be right at the top. 


That morning, Abby woke up tetchy after only a sparse couple hours of 
sleep. She crept downstairs to find her father, head in his hands. He looked 
up as she walked in. 


“Abigail” Uh oh. He never used her full name. A storm was brewing 
behind his eyes- she sat down on a stool before the kitchen isle, fearing the 
worst. 


“IT was fired this morning. By message — not even in person, after all 
these years — but what really surprised me is why. Jeff told me that I had 
become a liability because you, Abby, had trespassed onto company 
property. Committed vandalism. They said you broke a window. How could 
you?” The contempt in his voice was enough to bring her to tears. 
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“I’m sorry, daddy!” She could feel the hot tears streaming down her 
face, but didn’t stop to wipe them. “I had to! They’re gonna expand, and 
then the weather will change for everyone, and I made this graph, and 
Mrellin was the one who broke the window —” 

“Mrellin? What are you talking about? Listen, Abby —” 

“Oh, what? You’re not mad, just disappointed?” 

“Oh, I’m mad. You lost me my job — look. We’|l talk about this more 
when you get home from school. Just, grab a bagel and get to the bus.” 

She stared at him, fire in her eyes to match his. Finally, she ran off. 


Abby didn’t go to school. She ran across the field to the foothills, 
skidding down to the strange cabin and banging desperately on the front 
wooden panels. 


“Can I hang out here today?” she asked as soon as the door opened. 
Mrellin took one look at her red eyes and tear-tracks and let her inside. 
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She felt like a coward. She felt like pure evil. She wanted — no, she 
needed to puke, cry, throw a lamp, bash a rock at someone’s skull — she 
needed to lash out, to explode. She had no room. 


“Are you okay? Do you need —* 


“Alone. I mean, can I just, I just need alone time right now. I have to 
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go. 

She tugged large strands in front of her face to hide herself as Mrellin 
told her where to go. In a flash she was down the hall, into the spare 
bedroom that Steve had surely left a mess. She swore she saw something 
shifting in the dark, but she blinked and everything was still. And neat. It’s 
all straight and neat and clean and tidy and — 


She screamed. 
Quietly. 
She threw a fit in the darkness when she turned off the lights, and she 


tossed everything she could feel away until she was alone. And she 
screamed again. Ugly and furious and burdened. 


Every time her pad buzzed or rang, she threw another pillow, screamed 
again, buried herself deeper. 


The girl was buried so deep she could not see out. 
She turned the lights back on. 


The room was messy again. Everything was away from her, with Abby 
at the centre of the blast. The lines of bedsheets and pillows and blankets 
and order lay defeated as she, the victor, the warrior, slowly un-balled from 
her foetus position. One by one, she picked up the pieces and laid them 
around her to form a nest, making her the robin’s-egg, waiting to hatch. A 
snatch of white on the bedside table turned out to be a notepad, and she 
grabbed a pen from her backpack. She’d swung it over her shoulder 
reflexively before storming off that morning, and, damn, was it already not- 
morning? Because Zerlan was knocking on the door and saying ze’d made 
lunch, some pastry thing that ze was leaving outside her door for when she 
wanted it. 


She waited until zir footsteps withdrew — how could she face the 
aliens, after breaking down in their own home? And then she snaked one 
hand outside her little sanctuary, and brought the food inside her nest. One 
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bite and a lot of doodling later, she was lost in her thoughts, irretrievably 
rooted in the little hotel notepad she controlled with her click-pen. 


When someone came to check on her- she didn’t look up to see who it 
was — they saw a barely-touched plate of food and a whole lot of planning. 
She scribbled furiously, focused on how she’d make it all okay again. 


Step one: Take down the factory before tomorrow. 


Step two: Show dad I dont need him Convince dad that 
Thad to do this. 


Step three: Done. 

Step one: 

Explosions? Software. Hardware. 
Weaknesses: People??? 


Try the front door, no, not that- A protest? Who would stand 
with you. Incite a riot? 


How. Make an impassioned speech? When has that ever 
worked outside the movies. 


Her padscreen lit up — Where are you??? Come home. 
(Missed call) 
Your teachers called. You never turned up. 
(Missed call) 
Seriously, we need to talk. 
It's about your grandmother. 

She turned her phone off. 


Eventually, the aliens persuaded her to come out of her room for dinner, 
because ‘Founders damn it all, a growing girl needs to eat!’. She barely 
looked up the whole meal, still adding to her plans, perfecting and refining 
and making it all perfect. 


“So, does anyone want to talk? Or maybe play something — ahm, I 
don’t think Eosians have four-dimensional chess — I know, how about 
Risk?” Zerlan suggested brightly, shot down quickly by Mrellin’s protective 
glare. 
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Nardeth curled up a little. Abby continued to ignore everyone. 
“.. Okay then.” 


And that was the last time any of them tried to make conversation over 
dinner. 


Zerlan was apparently a very good cook, having made some potato- 
rice-stew concoction that hid its starchy nature through excessive leeks. 
They were alright, as vegetables went, leeks. Didn’t demand anything from 
you. Didn’t ask you why you’d gotten them fired. 


One hand absentmindedly fingered a device as she ate — she didn’t 
even realise it was her pad until she heard that small chirp, her eyes 
automatically drawn down to She’ in the hospital. 


She turned the phone off again. 


After dinner, Nardeth took the plates in as she presented her ideas. 
Listen up, class, one of your peers is speaking! 


“T have an idea, but Ill need you all for this. And also, please don’t 
question the origin of this plan, because yes I have been magpieing from 
every coming of age highschool dramedy ever and no, I am not stable 
enough for someone to point it out.” She took a steadying breath. 


Zerlan nodded. “We’ve already stayed longer than we need. May as 
well see this through —” Mrellin coughed, and Zerlan course-corrected. 
“What I mean is, of course we’ll help.” 


Abby smiled. Encouragement. 


“Okay. Here’s the thing though — we have to do it tomorrow, when 
Oakleigh is actually there.” 


“Cutting it a bit fine, aren’t we?” Nardeth spoke up from their shy 
position, wadded into a corner of the couch. 


“That’s kind of the point, which means — we won’t get another chance. 
This is it — our last stand.” 
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Day Eight: Last Chances 


“So, there I was, nervous and terrified. My leg was jiggling something 
terrible in the back of this old cargo truck — that’s how we snuck in. 
They’d seen our faces already, so we were in hiding, like proper fugitives. I 
was meant to be at school, but where I most wanted to be was the hospital, 
with my gran. Something you’ll need to learn, though, is that we don’t 
always get what we want in this world. 


But, if we fight hard, we can get what we need. 


Nardeth was still pretty out of it, but they’d been given a task, so seemed 
pretty focused. Zerlan was alert and on edge as the truck unknowingly 
carried us four through the back entrance of the Azanon factory, into a 
loading bay. I gave a nod; Mrellin made a signal, and out we all rolled, just 
when the back doors opened. And, I swear, the look on those unloaders’ 
faces! That’s sure something I’Il treasure forever. But I didn’t have time just 
then to enjoy it, because we had work to do. 


Andrew Oakleigh, our nemesis — though he’d never met us, wouldn’t pay 
us any mind — had arrived that morning in a vintage luxury sedan. His 
crest was all blues and greys. Nothing was visually exciting in that 
company, least of all the CEO. He wore a grey suit, black shoes — even his 
hair was boring. It had a middle parting, and it swooped off to each side — 
grey, of course, to match his trousers. Before, I’d heard so many people 
describe him; he exudes confidence, they said, he’s all suave and fit, he’s 
the most charismatic man you’ll ever meet. Well, I never saw any of that. 
Then again, I suppose there’s a lot of people who’ll find a trust fund baby 
charismatic on principle, if just for the cash. 


He certainly was a billionaire, because though he looked so utterly 
boring, his dull clothes were clearly well-made and exclusive. His tie 
probably cost more than my dad made in a year. 


Zerlan had the first job — ze darted around the factory, telling the 
workers to go outside, that there’d be a big speech by Oakleigh about how 
to move up the ranks and it was mandatory for them to attend. Ze used 
some computer to trick to tell them all, so they thought it came from one of 
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their bosses, that Jeff guy I told you about. Clever, huh? Then again, of 
course I’d say that — I came up with this plan, after all. 


Next came Mrellin’s job, carrying a data-stick into the main server 
room that we all knew so well and plugging it in. Zerlan had given specific 
instructions, and soon, everything was going haywire. Every bit of 
machinery in the place stopped responding, the production lines were 
shutting down — all while Oakleigh was still inside. Oakleigh was 
frowning whilst the managers quietly debated who to fire. 


It felt so odd, seeing the machinery cause so much chaos and fear after 
meeting the creature known as a Greater Time Elemental. She was this 
incredible beast; exposing even a sliver of this temporal whirlpool beyond 
my understanding was enough to make me feel sick to my stomach, and yet 
that was how she lived. How could any technology be so flimsy when I’d 
met one who was so robust? So alive? 


But my part hadn’t come in yet. I was waiting, watching by the 
sidelines for my cue while Nardeth counted down the timer. We had to wait- 
I’d decided about fifteen minutes into the speech would be enough to work 
people up a bit. They should have felt secure, but instead were tense, 
waiting for the next attack on their systems. They knew one would come. 


Well, we didn’t need tech, not really. Nothing sophisticated for the next 
part. Because, fifteen minutes in, just as Oakleigh raised his voice on the bit 
about ‘protecting our right to work’, Nardeth was meant to be pulling the 
fire alarm. 


Somewhere, in that factory, something was going wrong. We hadn’t 
counted on the alarms not being pullable — I’d never really noticed before, 
just figured that it would be a health and safety violation not to have fire 
alarms everywhere, but it turned out there were none. Smoke detectors only. 
That way, they could eliminate the possibility of someone pulling it to get 
out of work. 


Janice did that, once. We were in Biology and she was dared by Bobby, 
who sat one row over from us. Just as Mr Rob Sua’s voice was droning on 
and on about stamens, she leaned out behind her and yanked, hard. We all 
trooped out with the rest of the school — got to miss the rest of class, and 
get the teachers all worked up into a tizzy because they knew there hadn’t 
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meant to be a fire drill that day. Well, we got the last laugh — Janice was 
never caught. 


Anyway. Luckily, Nardeth had the brilliant idea of ‘actually set 
something on fire’. They could have just waved a match or lit a cigarette 
under one of the many smoke detectors, but hey, they were going through 
something. Sometimes you just have to light something on fire. I get it. 


The sprinklers turned on, and the last few workers left in the factory 
came rushing out in droves, yelling at Jeff that the building was on fire, 
right as Oakleigh looked on. He didn’t seem well pleased, I can tell you 
that. 


We all held our breath. This was my bit. 


Mrellin walked out the front doors and nodded to me as she did. I was 
standing on the sidelines of the speech, a beanie pulled low over my face so 
I wouldn’t be noticed. Slowly, deliberately, I drew out the trigger from my 
pocket. 


Bang. 


The whole place went up in a blaze of smoke — room upon room of 
products, destroyed. Machines melting under the pressure of the blast. I 
hated the smoke as it blew towards us, wished there was another way, but I 
knew this was the last time that something of Azanon’s would be smoking 
up my town. Necessary action to allow inaction — necessary violence to 
ensure peace. 


That was what my grandma had done, all those years ago. I’m not sure 
if she was right. I don’t know the whole story — perhaps I never will — but 
I know that I don’t regret blowing up Azanon Industries’ first — and last — 
foothold on Eos 6. At least I made sure no one got hurt. 


Oakleigh did not approve expansion. In fact, that factory was never rebuilt, 
and Azanon Industries cleared out of our planet for good. Years later, some 
legal stuff came out about them, and system-wide boycotts led to them 
shutting down completely. I think those boycotts were really the first time 
the people of Eos 6 gathered together for one cause — after the accident on 
Glostol, no-one felt like they could ignore the fight. That was the turning 
point, I think, of when we all started to gather together, properly meet each 
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other — I have friends from all over the world, now, and that never could 
have happened if I hadn’t taken a stand with my new alien friends. 


They had to go back, you know. Back to the stars. They are gone from 
this world and onto the next, but we cannot forget to honour them: Nardeth, 
Zerlan, and Mrellin. Remember them. They told me their people are not 
usually so kind, but they are different. We are different. 


My grandma told me that too, that kindness can be rebellion. 


“But I blew up a factory. Even if I did what I had to, how was that 
good?” 

Leah was propped up on two pillows in her snow-white hospital bed, 
tubes poking out from under her gown sleeves. We talked to the beat of the 
heart-rate monitor. I sniffed, trying to hold back her tears. My grandmother 
took her hand. 


“Hush now, don’t cry — you silly girl. It doesn’t matter if it was good, 
it matters if 1t was right. Was it kind, bubula? Were you kind?” 


I just sort of... melted. 
“T kidnapped someone! How can that ever be kind?” 


The Lightbringers had followed me to the hospital, and it was then that 
they interrupted my spiralling mind. “You never hurt him. In my book, that 
means it wasn’t a real kidnapping. He’ll forget all about it,” Nardeth told 
me seriously. I wondered what they had seen, before I met them — how 
many galaxies? How many stars, collapsing? How many fights like this 
one? 


“Besides, you did do what was kind — you helped us, remember?” 
Zerlan piped up from the doorway as Mrellin knelt beside me. “You didn’t 
have to do that. You would have found another way to sabotage the factory, 
but then you found out that we needed help, and you changed your plans to 
help us. Without you, our friend would still be dying.” 


Mrellin made her thoughts clear, too. “Making sure that your friends 
didn’t lose what you had lost, that the snow still falls in the wintertime — 
that is kind. Thank you for your help, Abigail. If you ever need anything, 
here’s our number. Our ship will let us know if you need us.” 


I did not walk the trio back to the Greater Time Elemental, who was 
now healed and happy, rearing to go. No, I stayed with my grandmother. I 
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had to know. 


“Grandma? Would you have done what I did?” 


“Probably not,” she sighed — and then, after a pause, she spoke again, 
a distant, wistful look in her eye: “Back in the old days, I probably would 
have started a riot.” 


I knew my mouth was hanging open at this point, but didn’t care to 
close it. She laughed — I must’ve looked like a fish, gulping air like that. 


“T think you went a safer route. The way you did things, no one got 
hurt. If this is how young people solve things, the future might just be 
bright yet. You were not unkind. That is a badge of pride — wear it 
alongside your little trans pin and march to its beat, Abigail. You didn’t hurt 
anyone.” 


“What about dad? He lost his job. How can we recover from —” 


“How can he forgive you? Foolish, foolish child... I will explain it to 
him. He will see that you did the right thing, all you could do. And he can 
get a new job.” 


I’m forever glad that my grandma got to know what I did, and that she 
could provide me some sense of reassurance. Afterwards, I talked to my 
dad, and explained how it really did feel like the whole world was on your 
shoulders when you’re seventeen, and have no close friends to confide in. 
He understood, in some ways — werent we all rebels at seventeen? — but 
I'd still lost him his job, and so it would be a while before he could be 
proud. 


Taking his hand in mine, I told him: that’s okay. I don’t want to be some 
revered hero right now — I just want to be seventeen. 


It would take some time before our weather patterns returned to pre- 
factory levels, and so, we could not go sledding there. Instead, I left the 
hospital, and caught the bus out to neighbourhood E-3. I chucked a 
snowball at her window and when she came out, I told her that I missed her. 
That winter, we made scaresnows and snow angels, and sledded down the 
hills nearby for as long as I was allowed to stay. Together, we built a snow- 
factory, and together, we smashed it to pieces. 
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And that’s the story of how your old teacher defeated an industrial giant, 
may very well have saved the world, and won you all back your snow.” 


Around the old cabin the air was cool and disturbed. A huddle of fascinated 
children listened to Abigail Stein as, all around them, flurries of snow fell 
and swept them into a rapturous joy. A fire burned at the hearth as children 
outside hurled snowballs at the windows — and, somewhere, a very 
similar-looking cabin may have had three faces peeking out, admiring just 
how far E-18 had come... 


7 ok 3K 


In our bleak midwinter/When we have won the day 
We will lay our weapons down/And in the snow shall play. 
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SCENE 21 


“The Deadline,” Rich explained in laboured breaths, “is a sort of — 
bespoke bounty hunter, I suppose you’d say. Although, please don’t tell 
them I said that.” 


“Huh? I don’t — understand.” 


Hunter was one thing, and evident from the way the masked humanoid 
had been looking for him, but ‘bounty’? Coloth’s implanted knowledge did 
include a definition of the word, but he had yet to fundamentally wrap his 
head around the whole ‘money’ thing, so even that left him somewhat 
confused. 


“They’re a Bookkeeper,” said Rich. “A really high-ranking one. Your 
predecessor as the Coteries’ main field agent, but oh, they’re something 
very different from an ambassador. You see, the Bookkeepers do /end books 
out, very rarely... whether in your reality, the Universe, or in any of the 
Omniverse’s many other dimensions. But only for a limited amount of time. 
And if someone fails to give a book back — deliberately or otherwise — 
then they send out the Deadline to bring them to justice.” 


“Oh,” said Coloth. “But I never —”’ 


(4 


‘__ met them when you were an overdue book yourself? Well, you 
wouldn’t,” Rich replied, a little embarrassed. “They’re a field agent, as I 
said — active outside the Library. You were overdue within the Library, 
which isn’t really supposed to... happen. That’s why you got all sorts of 
Master Librarians and other wannabes trying to claim you back for a bit of 
personal glory; it wasn’t anybody’s job in particular. Before Auteur’s little 
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joke — if you’d met me from the start — well, I think we might have 
crossed paths with them some time ago already.” 


“But ’'m... ’'m not wanted anymore...” Coloth said, not so much 
objecting to Rich’s statement as pleading with reality itself. 


He’d thought it was over. He’d thought he could rest. 
Coloth’s response was bitter, almost resigned. 


“Yes... in theory,” he said. “But the Deadline is often out on hunts for 
months upon months. I don’t think they got the memo. I think you’re still an 
enemy of the Library to them... In fact, kid, I rather think they got back to 
the Library earlier today — and found it unreachable because of the 
Snowstorm — and saw us fleeing — and came to the rather unfortunate 
conclusion that it was our fault.” 


“Oh.” Coloth took this in. “And what about those creatures they 
command? The Wylderbeasts?” 

“Oh, the Krampus types? Well, they’re —” Rich cut himself off. “No, 
we don’t have time. I’Il tell you another day when we’re not flying for our 
lives.” 

“Yes, about that,” said Coloth. “Where are we going, exactly?” 

“Home,” Rich said simply. 

And he sped on. 
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“Come... Come... Coordinates seven point zero five by zeta point 
epsilon... Come...” 


Sat in the pilot’s chair of Roarke’s cybernetics, the Deadline gave the 
closest computer bank a Aick. The ancient Birdhemoth shuddered in flight, 
but the looping message stopped. 


Not a recording, in the conventional sense of the term — but a memory, 
a memory which had been so important that Roarke had burnt up half his 
mind to preserve it as he journeyed beyond the limits. To some it was a 
horrifying thing, and if you had to deal with it every day, it became a bit of 
a recurring annoyance; but in the end, the Deadline appreciated this quirk of 
his steed’s. He admired the tenacity, the dedication to the craft. The 
poignant sacrifice of it all. 
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Case in point... Coloth. Coloth had to be found. It wasn’t a particularly 
stimulating or fulfilling chase, just protracted — the Deadline had no 
personal stake in it — and besides, it might be their last job for the Library, 
with no one even to commend them in the event of success. Whatever that 
renegade Rich and that abomination Coloth had done, they truly did not see 
any way to fix it. 


But it didn’t matter, not any of it. Duty was duty. 


Up ahead, on the screen which displayed a live feed of Roarke’s field of 
vision, directly translated from the Birdhemoth’s brain-signals, they saw 
that the quarry seemed to be bored of cruising through the Void, and was 
beginning for another jump. Where to? Calm as a dead tree, the Deadline 
ran some calculations. 


Ah. 


The day might be getting interesting yet. 
ek ok 


“Rich,” Coloth asked, “where are we going, exactly?” 
“Home,” he repeated. “The long way around.” 


They were flying in quick, sputtering jumps. After escaping from what 
he had identified, on the way out, as the Cupid Homeworld — whatever 
that was —, they’d spent a while trying to outrun Roarke and the Deadline 
within the Void Between World, the true, outer Void between all realities; 
but then they’d set a destination for the Universe, the Third Universe. 


It was difficult for a linear, four-dimensional being like Coloth to focus 
on what things ‘looked like’ in the Void, but, as Rich explained, it was not 
impossible, which was apparently something to do with three cosmic 
entities, one of whom had recently gotten married. The upshot of it was that 
they could almost — almost — see their reality as they closed in on it. 


This much, Coloth had seen before, or perceived before, whatever you 
wanted to call it. 
But it had not looked like this, then. 


For reasons known to very few, the structure of the ordered Universe 
was distinctly onion-like. Spheres within spheres. The outer layer had 
always been a great, crystalline, hyperdimensional sphere, a sphere which 
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was also an infinite swarm of infinite spheres, a frothing, tumbling, living 
foam of celestial globes flocking together like soap-bubbles. That was what 
you saw if you managed almost to leave the Universe, and perhaps that was 
why there were those who, unaware that they had stopped just one step 
beyond the true exit, believed that the Multiverse looked like rings upon 
rings of identical planets. For the spheres were eyes, and the eyes were 
mirrors, and the mirrors reflected your own past. 


It all made sense to Rich, and not so much to Coloth, but the great 
secret of his relatively happy existence — under the circumstances — was 
that he never particularly expected the world around him to make sense, and 
did not begrudge it its frequent failures to do so. 


Beyond the wall of spheres was the Great Black Void, and the rings of 
flotsam and jetsam which surrounded the core, ordered universe — the sea 
of Void upon which the dream-realms, the unstable what-ifs, the oxbows 
and the pockets were islands. That was where the Library stood. And other 
things, too. 


But the crystal spheres looked... broken. The illusion of three 
dimensions did not do it justice, but there seemed, somehow, to be a gap 
there; one great snowglobe missing, or an infinity, perhaps. Where it had 
been torn away, jagged shards were left, like the dying stem of a plucked 
flower. 


They had no time to examine the matter, and Rich was almost thankful 
for that daunting sight, which made it all the easier for him to slip back into 
the Black — 

— but something very, very strange was going on, of that, there could 
be no doubt. 

cy 


“Are we... where I think we are?” asked Coloth. 


They’d flown fast, as only those hunted by a Deadline could. Void and 
worlds had blurred in kaleidoscope patterns until Rich came to an exhausted 
landing on a ground which seemed to be made of paper one moment, and 
the next to have the flickering glow of a white digital screen. 


“One of our minor secrets,” the Birdhemoth stated. “Us Birdhemoths. 
Though your elder Librarians know. The Void Gate and the Cosmic Gate 
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are the entry-points the Bookkeepers decided to formalise and monitor, but 
there are others — and it’s interesting that the Snowstorm blocked off both 
of those, but nothing else, now isn’t it? — and this 1s one of them.” 


“Another Gate?” Coloth asked, leaning over the edge of the velvet 
saddle. He couldn’t see it — 


— until suddenly, he could. 


Except it wasn’t a gate at all. There was a cavity in the blank white 
ground, almost invisible due to the flat, even lighting and the perfectly 
homogenous non-colour of it all. It wasn’t a hole, not a gap in the fabric of 
this place, but a gently sloping well, which looked rather like the 
stereotypical visual cue used by middle-school teachers and TV presenters 
everywhere to give interested youths some idea of Einsteinian physics and 
the curvature of space-time — that is, of the curvature of space-time as 21st 
century humans understood such things, which was incorrect in certain key 
ways, at least as far as the Third Universe’s physics were concerned, but 
that was really neither here nor there, and Coloth had little concept of that. 


“Not a Gate,” said Rich; he extended his neck over the gap, but 
evidently, even his superior eyes could not spot its end. “But a point of 
contact, yes, it is certainly that. I guess you could think of it as a tube, a — 
a pipe.” 

“A... pipe?” That was another word which he knew only from his 
uploaded dictionary, but the concept was relatively straightforward. “A pipe 
connecting the Library to what?” 


“This is the Fantastic Realm, kid,” said Rich, with a little vicarious 
pride. “A realm of pure fiction. A pseudo-universe whose substance, for 
one reason or another, is shaped by the thoughts and imagination of the 
people of the mainland-Universe. Often imitated, never duplicated.” 


“Oh!” Coloth brightened. “Like in that book, that old novelisation — 
The Mind —”’ 


“No!” Rich interrupted him very quickly. “Not like that at all, and don’t 
you go running your beak that way, especially not here. The 
Interdimensional Copyright Office have eyes everywhere, but here... Here, 
they’re the closest thing this place has to a police force. And this is the very 
heart of the Realm, very nearly its innermost layer. So deep none of the 
fictional characters actually dare to step foot here. They’re all... up there.” 
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He blinked rapidly, plate-sized pupils focused on his passenger — 
letting it sink in. Then he turned his attention back to the mysterious blank 
well, and continued to speak. 


“Tt really isn t like that, anyway,” said Rich. “That land, that place had 
been built by a machine, you understand? A computer. In much the same 
way your holo-cube drive projects your body, actually. It was a pocket 
universe too, of course, and there are other parallels; but it was a copy, a 
hand-crafted imitation... built on the far edges of this place, maybe. Maybe. 
But there was nothing in that Land that the computer hadn’t put there. This 
Realm, though, in its many layers — it’s the real deal. A full repository of 
everything any mortal being has ever imagined. Go on, try it, imagine 
something.” 


Coloth closed his eyes — focused — 


— and a rather small cactus in the vague shape of an Ulk-Ra 
materialised out of the all-surrounding whiteness. 


“Sorry,” the real Coloth said pitifully. “I’m still not very good at this.” 


“Er... that’s alright, boy, that’s alright,” said Rich, a little bemused. 
“Stick to what you know, that’s sound writing advice for a beginner, I’m 
sure. My point —” He blinked. “My point is, no one really knows how it all 
works. Clearly mortals’ thoughts filter into this Realm somehow — and yet, 
the things that dwell in the Nothing say that only garbled, corrupted remains 
of human thought reach even that far; and we’re beyond the edge of the 
universe, beyond the walls, in the heart of the Great Black Void. How could 
psychic waves get that far? But there’s another possibility.” 


“The power of the books,” Coloth breathed out. He’d heard Maritsa 
speak of it often enough. 


“Precisely. The Library, and its repository of all fiction ever written in 
the Universe. You know, there are other big libraries out there... The 
Interdimensional Library for a start... And they tend to actualise all sorts of 
things from the raw power of the stories they hold. We’ve got our share of 
weirdness, but nothing like what they deal with on a daily basis — just 
docile, unentropic knowledge that waits to be read. Well, mostly 
unentropic.” 


“And you think that latent literary power goes... here?” 
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“7 think nothing of the sort,” said Rich. “But it’s what my people 
believe, yes. It’s what the Bookwyrm told us. That this... tube... is a sort of 
exhaust pipe, you see?” 


“But it’s two-way,” Coloth deduced. “Or — or you’re hoping that it is, 
at least.” 


“I’m hoping for a lot of things, kid. I hoped Doctor Know would have 
the answers, but working them out is good for the old brain, I suppose.” 


Coloth smiled despite himself; he was beginning to enjoy the business 
of drawing out deductions. It all seemed to be coming very easily now. Was 
it the power of this place itself, he wondered? Drawing plot-threads 
together, encouraging an imaginative resolution? The winter, the Deadline, 
did it really all come down to one big plot hole and a blank page? 


Besides, Coloth did not say, for fear of causing offence, there was 
another obvious reason to think the pipe might lead back to the Library, and 
not just away from it. It was a theory which the Bookwyrm, such a patriot 
of the Library, would never countenance in public even if it happened to be 
true — the perfect mirror of its cunning little notion about an exhaust pipe. 
But it was simple enough that even a cactus with very little philosophical 
training could devise it. Imagination, after all, tended to precede the 
creation of books, not the other way around. Which way was the pipe 
flowing, truly? What if the Library had grown from this depression in the 
heart of all lifekind’s imagination, formed when the collective unconscious 
had reached a critical mass and collapsed in on itself? 


Or perhaps none of that was right. Perhaps the pipe was just a mystery. 
Perhaps it existed because someone had invented the idea of it; perhaps this 
wasn’t the true heart of the Fantastic Realm at all, but only one more decoy 
layer. Perhaps layers were an idea as well. Perhaps he was; perhaps he and 
Rich hadn’t existed until now, perhaps some writer had just made them up. 
He tried to imagine them, some human at a desk, at night, typing away at a 
computer, or scribbling on a notebook. Probably working late. Perhaps he’d 
missed a deadline from his publisher — perhaps that was why he had 
invented a villain called the Deadline; a stupid, post-modernist joke. 


And then he regretted it, remembering the lifeless cactus he’d 
actualised. He looked around, stricken — but saw no bearded young man, 
no desk, no computer. For a moment he was relieved, and yet... he’d 
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imagined a whole, implicit world around that writer. An Earth without 
aliens or magic, without a glorious posthuman future, without a Cosmic 
War. An Earth where all those things were the musings of the man, and of 
others like him. There hadn’t been much to the idle thought, but perhaps, in 
the heart of the Fantastic Realm, that was enough. Perhaps that world 
existed, now, its own layer, convinced that it had invented all the others, and 
the concept of its own invention to boot — for this whole digression, 
Coloth realised, would surely be part of the book as well. 


Well, those thoughts were a bit heady for a cactus, so he stopped 
thinking them. 


“For one thing,” Rich said, helpfully tearing him out of the reverie, 
“I’m hoping that the Snowstorm isn’t waiting for us on the other side. But 
somehow, I think not. After all —” 
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— if it really is two-way, then why wouldn’t the Snowstorm have 
infected the Fantastic Realm?” Coloth finished for him. Another cunning 
deduction; he ignored the questions it raised. 


“Exactly,” said Rich. “I think the Realm — or the fiction, or the 
collective unconscious, whatever I think it protected itself. I think it 
made sure that the Snowstorm didn’t get into whatever part of the Library 
this leads to. Sealed it off just in time. And because of that, I hope — I’m 
not sure, but I hope —” 


“__ that this is the room the blurb was talking about. That Maritsa and 
Callum are just down there,” Coloth realised. 


He felt a strange, phantom sensation in his fake eyes, and realised that if 
he hadn’t been a cactus, he would have begun crying. Stupid Coloth. Still a 
child at heart, in earnest. Now he’d thought of it, pretend-tears of dripping 
fiction began running down his green cheeks. 


“Well, whatever’s down there,” said Rich, “I could probably get out of 
it again if we get a nasty surprise. But you... Well, it’s your call. For what 
it’s worth, once we’re back in the Library, the Deadline won’t have the 
authority to follow us anymore. It'll be — well, it’ll be a headache for 
another day, anyway.” 


“T’d like that,” Coloth said absently. 
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But he wasn’t thinking of the bounty hunter at all, nor of the horrible 
cyborg-bird. They felt like idle thoughts, plot functions of no great 
relevance. Perhaps seeds for the future, but nothing more. To be simply 
outpaced by the rush to the finish, their final defeat left to some other 
meeting, in another time — that would suit them just fine, in Coloth’s 
opinion. 

No, he was thinking of Callum and Maritsa. If they were down here... 
If they could be together again, as they should be... 


“Let’s go,” he said at last. 
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THE GIFT OF THE RENEGADES 


An “Academy 27” Tale 
By James Wylder 


A room of people are watching a film. It’s an odd film, but one 
appropriate for the decorations around the room. Candy canes hang from a 
tree in the corner along with glass ornaments. Inside the glass ornaments, 
things move and swirl, as though inside them were whole other worlds. The 
people in the film don’t look like the people in the room: most of the people 
here have purple hair, and skin that is chalk-white, though for some it is 
concrete-grey. Some look very different, though: a boy who is perhaps 
dressed to look like a cactus, or maybe he’s just like that, with a boy and a 
girl who look much more familiar, as well as a young lady with blue hair 
that contrasts the common purple. 


The screen they are watching is playing some sort of sci-fi show, about 
some adventurer who goes along and gets into random trouble every week 
called Professor X. This is apparently the show’s Christmas Special, and the 
heroine is running through the falling show till she skids to a halt, eyes 
narrowing, the camera zooming in on her. 


The girl on the screen is wearing a black frock coat with a thin red 
tartan pattern. She’s Korean in ancestry, though the people in the room 
mostly don’t know what that means, her black hair in a bob that goes just 
below the chin. She holds up a fob watch, dangling by a leather strap. 


Professor X: “But if Della sells her hair to buy Jim that watch chain... 
and he’s already sold the watch...” 
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A figure steps out from the shadows to face her, a Caucasian woman 
with equally black hair who crosses her arms with a smirk. “You’re too late, 
Professor X. Della has already sold her hair.” 


Professor X drops to the pavement, pounding it with her fist. “... You 
may have won this round... But you haven’t defeated the spirit of 
Christmas!” 


In the audience, there is a man. He has been watching all of this with 
deep focus, and he never takes his eyes off one thing whenever it’s on 
screen. So, when the episode ends, and the director is called on stage to talk 
about her work, he eagerly awaits getting to ask a question. 

“.,.And so, after that I never ate another peanut butter and broccoli 
sandwich again. But I suppose I got off track!” Lady Aesculapius, DGotM 
(Directors Guild of the Multiverse) says as she finishes her hour-long 
speech that has left much of the audience in a stupor. “Any questions?” The 
man raises his hand, and she calls on him. “You sir, the overly serious 
fellow who looks plot-relevant.” 


“What happened to the watch?” he asks. 


She frowns. “Well, if you had actually watched the episode, you’d have 
seen that —” 


“No, I mean the prop. The prop for the watch.” 


Aesc blinks. She looks at her girlfriend in the back. “Uh, Blanche, do 
you remember?” 


“Not only don’t I remember, I don’t care,” Blanche says, not looking up 
from her copy of Greater Good and Echoes by Nathan P. Butler. 


“Cool, well, I don’t remember either. A lot of stuff happened during 
production, you know. People got their memory erased. I was a rabbit. 
Chris Cwej was there. You know, that sort of thing. Next questi —” 


The man keeps his hand raised. “Do you think the lead actress could 
have it still?” 


Aesc throws her hands up. “Sure! Maybe! But it’s difficult to get to the 
filming location, you know, it’s back on Gongen in the Warsong.” 


The man nods, and another woman comes on stage, throwing her purple 
hair back as she takes the microphone away from Aesc with an expert 
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briskness. “Alright, thank you so much for your talk nLady Aesculapius. 
Folks, she came all the way here from the 10,000 Dawns to give that chat, 
let’s give her a great ol’ Gendar round of applause!” 


This turned out to be a pretty normal round of applause. 
“Now, as President of the Gendar Professor X fanclub I, Oshyllossa, 
thank you all for coming to our Christmas party! Now we have one final 


question for you, Lady Aesc: we all loved Jhe Sang Mi in the role of the 
Professor, when will we get to see her again for Series 2?” 


Aesc stares at her for a long, long, moment, and then takes the 
microphone from her. “I think it’s uh, rather unlikely we’ll be able to get 
her back for the role again.” She looks back at the audience. The man is 
gone. 


KK 3K 


Saturday, Gongen, a whole other universe, 4 p.m. 


Jhe Sang Mi took another bite of her bibimbap, and chewed it as she 
squinted at the boy in front of her. 


“So, uh... do you want an autograph?” 
“No,” he said. “You were a terrible actress.” 
“Okay, goodbye then, mister weird neg-bro-man,” she said. 


He shook his head again. “You have the wrong idea, I’m not here 
because I’m a fan, or because I have romantic inclinations towards you. 
Rather, I am here because I need to ask you a few questions.” 


Sang Mi’s enthusiasm had been dwindling for this conversation, but 
with this it cratered. “Oh,” she said. “You’re a cop.” 


He blinked, and waved his hands in denial, then paused, and seemed to 
contemplate that this was somewhat accurate. “You were part of a recent 
film production?” 


She sighed. “Don’t keep reminding me. Some people seem to think it’s 
going to be a cult classic that will be re-evaluated in a few decades, but like, 
I’m not even sure that that episode, you know, The Phantom Glow, made 
any sense.” 


“T thought it was a complex dissection of religion and evolution?” 
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“*.,.1 think it’s more about how there is a spooky house with some aliens 
in it. Like, I kept asking that guy who wrote it, Auteur, what it was about 
and he got really flustered and started going on and on about this magical 
ancient house where they did a lot of knitting, or... something.” 


The man cleared his throat. He’d clearly gotten off track. “Sorry, let me 
cut right to the point: when you were filming, do you remember the fob 
watch, the pocket watch, from the Christmas special?” 


Sang Mi frowned. “Why do you ask? Wasn’t that episode just a half- 
hearted retread of the Gift of the Magi?” 


“I’d be interested in buying that watch off of you, if perchance you still 
have it.” 


“Why would I still have a prop from filming that show? It was a rush 
job, it wasn’t fun, and all my friends have been teasing me about it. For ten 
minutes I thought I was going to be very cool, but it turns out it’s actually 
been really embarrassing. I just want to get back to normal times at school, 
Track and Field practice, and messing with electronics in my free time.” 
She stirs the Bibimbap idly. He watches her closely. 


“You don’t want to be famous?” 


“Of course I don’t. I mean, I did sure. I thought it would be cool, but 
once you realise how it really is, it’s the worst thing. Have you ever made a 
stupid post online, and everyone hounds you for it for a day and you feel 
like shit until they forget about it? And every so often someone will dig up 
your post and be weird about it, but it mostly just fades into the 
background? Everyone knowing who you are is like making a stupid post 
every day for the rest of your life. I’m happy no one watched the show. And 
you should forget about it too.” 


He leaned in closer, eyes focusing. “You should check if you still have 
that watch.” 


She leaned back. “... You are being very weird. I just wanted to enjoy 
this Bibimbap. So I’m going to go now. Have fun being a creep, I hope you 
get hit by a car.” He tried to follow her as she got up, but the staff of the 
restaurant stopped him, and in the end he had to slip away before security 
kicked him out. Panting in an alley, he kicked a wall, and cursed. He’d 
come all this way, to some backwater place like this, and made a rookie 
mistake like that. He could have kicked himself. 
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Thankfully, someone else beat him to it, and then covered his mouth as 
another person injected him with a knockout drug using a hyperspray. As he 
faded out, all he could think about was that damn watch. 


KK 3K 


Opening her closet, Sang Mi looked at the outfit that she’d worn during 
her brief stint filming Professor X. She didn’t want to act, didn’t want to be 
in it. Things had just happened. The big computer set up she had in her 
room was much more her wheelhouse — the running shoes by the door 
were too. But today, she pulled the coat out, and put it on over her school 
uniform. It looked funny on her, but it fit perfectly. She did a few poses in 
the mirror, before digging her hands into her pockets. Surprise lit up her 
face. 

The fob watch was in her pocket. So she’d taken it after all? Pulling it 
out, she turned it over in her hands. It was fancy, embossed and intricate. 
But just a prop, all the same. Still, she set it on her desk. Maybe she’d use 
it, it?d surely be fun to pull it out in front of Li Xiu and pretend she had 
taken on airs of sophistication. 


Certain she’d never see that weirdo from the restaurant again, she went 
on with her day, and it all slipped from her mind. 


* kK 3K 


The following Monday, Gongen. 


“Wow, that looks terrible on you,’ Li Xiu said, and Sang Mi 
immediately shoved the watch back in her pocket. 


“Tt doesn’t look that bad, does it?” 


“You look like you’re about to check what time a steam train is coming 
and then say something about orphans, poorhouses, and gruel.” 


Well, she wasn’t wrong. Sang Mi slumped, and tried not to let the dark 
clouds totally push into her mind. It was a struggle, and one she could only 
manage thanks to the medication-injection-implant in her arm. “Great, 
thanks for the compliments.” 


Li Xiu slid in, just in front of her. “Where’d you get that thing, 
anyway?” 
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“Paradox Park,” Sand Mi lied, “when your parents threw that weird 
birthday scare-fest for me and Sang Eun. There was a lot of junk around 
there.” 


Her friend’s eyes narrowed. Then narrowed some more. Then narrowed 
so much it was debatable whether or not they were just closed. “... You got 
it from the set of that terrible film project you got cast in, didn’t you?” 


Slamming her face down on her touchscreen desk, Sang Mi accidentally 
pulled up a chart of the periodic table with her forehead. “Why do you 
torment me so?” 


“You... could have just not lied?” 
“Could I have?” 

Ves: 

“You got me there, but I won’t relent.” 


Li Xiu patted her on the shoulder uncharacteristically. “Don’t worry, 
everyone will forget about it in time. It wasn’t bad enough to be funny. Not 
that you’re funny usually.” 


“Don’t press your luck,” Sang Mi moaned into the chemical make-up of 
Iron. 


The intercom buzzed above them, and the resulting message caused 
Sang Mi to moan again. “Jhe Sang Mi, please report to the main office.” 
She did so with all the over dramatic grumbling and shuffling of her feet 
she could manage. 


Kk 3K 


The previous Saturday, continued. 


The man came to in the back of some sort of hovering transport. There 
were armed men in casual wear, and a young lady with glasses wearing a 
school uniform who stood with her arms crossed in front of him, loosely 
veiled in shadows. He’d read up enough on this place to have a guess: this 
was the Warsong Universe, and if he was indeed on Mars — which the 
locals insisted on calling Gongen, much to his annoyance — this was 
probably a kidnapping by ClISyn, a sort of corporate secret service. He 
could work with that. 
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“Well well well,” the girl said. “I ran a lot of searches on you, Mister 
‘Robert Jaguar’... if that is your real name.” 


“Tt is,” he replied. 
She harrumphed. “You didn’t come up on any registry anywhere. Your 
DNA doesn’t either. You’re a total enigma. And that makes me curious.” 


His eyes were adjusting a bit to the shadows, and he allowed himself to 
smirk. “I have seen things you couldn’t dream of, little girl. And my goals 
are far beyond your comprehension. I’ve ruined more lives than you can 
count to get where I have. I’ve trampled anyone I need to underfoot. Do 
you have any idea of the lengths I have gone to in order to achieve my 
ends? How far I have come just to get to this pitiful little world in order to 
gain treasures beyond your wildest comprehension?” 

The young lady didn’t look impressed. “Not at all. Enlighten me.” 

He shook his head. “I’m afraid I don’t have the time. But do you know 
what I do have?” 

“Try me.” 

“A million credits to let me go this instant.” 

She lost her composure and looked around awkwardly at the tough men 
she commanded. “Uh, is that... do we do that?” 

One of the soldiers shrugged. Another raised his hand. “Kinda depends. 
You gotta call the boss.” 

She grunted. “Ill call the boss...” 


In a few minutes, a giddy Rob Jaguar was let go by ClISyn agent 
Zhyrgal Osmonova, as she looked back at the confirmation that his money 
transfer had indeed gone through. She was frustrated. 


“What are we going to do now, boss?” soldier two asked. 


“We find out what he was looking for. If it’s really that important, 
Director Rathe will want it.” 


* ok 3K 


Monday, again. 


In the school’s main office, Sang Mi gazed over the scene that awaited 
her, and immediately tried to turn around and walk away before she was 
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caught by the shoulders. “Don’t be like that, come on, aren’t you happy to 
see me again?” 
Sang Mi turned around, and gave her friend a somewhat annoyed smile. 


“T would be happier to see you again if I couldn’t te// that you’re just here to 
ask for a favour.” 

Lady Aesculapius scoffed, and, keeping one hand on Sang Mi’s 
shoulder, gestured out the windows at the horizon. “Oh come on, you think 
I came back here just because I needed something? I just wanted to show 
my good friend Sang Mi the wonders of the —” 


“If that was true, you would have waited for me outside Academy 27 — 
waited for school to end — instead of barging into the office. Also hi 
Coloth, hi Blanche.” 


Coloth waved from the waiting area. Blanche just nodded. “You look a 
lot better without the cactus make-up, by the way.” 


He nodded excessively. “Yes, that was definitely make-up. And you’re 
keen to notice it, that I’m not wearing it, the make up, that I was absolutely 
wearing before. The cactus make up. On me. That isn’t on me now.” 


Sang Mi did not reply to that — just stared for a moment, and then 
looked at Blanche. “You still dating this loser?” 


“Yeah, you know how it is.” 
Sang Mi nodded. “Yeah.” 


Aesc looked back and forth between them. “Well one of you could be 
more enthusiastic about me!” 


“Could you tell me what you need from me already?” 


“T need to film another Professor X Christmas Special — shit. I mean, 
whatever do you mean, I don’t need anyth... rats.” 


Blanche got up, and rubbed her shoulder. “Good go at it, you got farther 
than last time.” 


“Look, I’m flattered you want me back,” Sang Mi replied, “but... I 
can’t say that I’ve really been having a great time with the fallout from that 
whole — experience.” 


Aesc smiled, and her eye twinkled in a way that seemed almost 
cartoonish. “Don’t think I didn’t plan for that!’’ Aesc reached into her coat 
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pocket, and pulled out a datacard that caused Sang Mi’s whole demeanour 
to shift. 


“Ts that... a copy of the complete Blitz the Bunny game collection?” 
Aesc pushed her chin u. “Why yes it is, and it’s yours if you—” 


“Fine!” she said, not even waiting to hear the rest of the offer out loud. 
“Let’s just get it over with. Also, why is Coloth here? N-not that I’m not 
happy to see him.” 


Aesc put her hands on her hips and laughed. “Obviously because he 
was one of the best actors we had on the series!” 


“T wasn’t doing anything today,” Coloth answered. 
“And he wasn’t doing anything today!” Aesc replied grandly. 


Sang Mi looked between them all, and sighed as loudly as she could. 
“T’ll go get my costume...” 


“Not so fast,” another voice said. They stormed up, eyes darkened, a 
finger pointing accusingly at them all. “You’re not going to film another 
bad episode of TV without me there!” Zhyrgal said, loudly. 


“You didn’t have to call it bad,” Aesc said meekly. 


“You’re on the team, no backsies!”” Sang Mi said, and bolted for the 
door 


Kk 3K 


In all his years at this job, Rob Jaguar had gotten good at figuring out 
where things were happening he wasn’t supposed to know. And today was 
no different. They’d gone out to the Gongen wastes, the empty blue skies 
only broken by the occasional jetpack courier shooting by. Sang Mi, the 
watch-bearer, was back in her Professor X costume, jumping over rocks and 
shouting one-liners at extras in cheap costumes — while Lady Aesculapius 
shouted directions, and Blanche manned the camera. He just had to wait for 
the right moment to strike... It was all coming together. 


Kk 3K 


“T never thought I’d see you again,” Professor X said, staring the man 
down. 
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“My dear Professor, did you really think you could go another 
Christmas in peace? Not when I have my cannibal Elves at my command,” 
Coloth gloated, now dressed in a Krampus costume. 


“Yesss, my lord!” Zhyrgal replied, in her evil cannibal Elf costume. 
“Soon we shall feast on the children, with Santa out of the way!” 


Professor X laughed, and crossed her arms. “You’re forgetting 
something. Why, my dear Krampus... do you know what time it is?” She 
pulled out the pocket-watch, and held it out. “It’s time for you to —” 


But her quip was cut off by the appearance of a man who ran onto the 
set and tried to tackle her. She mostly dodged out of the way, but he did 
knock the watch free. It tumbled out, and skidded to a halt on the red 
Gongen soil. Sang Mi got her bearings, and looked the interloper up and 
down. 


“It’s you! The creepy guy!” 


He jumped onto the watch, as though someone else was going to try to 
grab it before him, looking around warily. 


“Cut!” Aesc said loudly, then whispered to Blanche. “Actually keep 
filming, we can use this in editing. I just wanted a chance to say that.” 


Blanche rolled her eyes, but kept filming. 


Zhyrgal removed her fake pointy teeth, and asked, “Sang Mi, is that a... 
special watch?” 


“Not in the slightest, it barely keeps time.” 


Coloth scratched his face under the Krampus mask. “Maybe it only 
looks normal and really it’s —” 


“You fools!” the interloper yelled. “Of course this 1s a special watch! 
Can’t you see? This is the genuine prop from the Third Universe’s version 
of the show! The very one the Tenth Professor used to pretend he was a 
railway conductor to try to better understand his companion Jenny’s 
obsession with trains! And now it’s been in a whole other season of 
Professor X — it’s a one of a kind item! A relic, an artefact of the greatest 
show in the Omniverse! And only I can have it, because when I unleash its 
power by using it in my fan films, that will, of course, make them just as 
canonical as the real show! Mwa! Ha! Haa! And there’s nothing you can do 
about it —” 
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Sang Mi looked at Zhyrgal, who looked back at her, and then they both 
looked at Coloth, who was also baffled. The three of them looked at Aesc 
and Blanche, who shrugged in unison. 


“T really don’t care about the prop,” Sang Mi said. “But um, can you 
give it back till we finish filming? We only have this next scene and—” 


He scampered back, hissing like a cat. “Never! It’s mine! Mine mine 
mine, and mine alone!” 


“.. Okay?” Sang Mi said. She looked over at Aesc. “What do you want 
to do?” 


“We... need a watch?” Aesc replied uncertainly. 


Coloth raised a hand. “Well, I have one. Long story. Uh, it’s a 
wristwatch though?” 


“You’re a lifesaver Coloth, thank you,” and she smiled as he handed her 
the watch 


The interloper looked between them. “Aren’t... aren’t you angry? Why 
aren’t you taking me seriously? No one has done more to preserve 
Professor X history than me! No one is a bigger fan than me! I’ve gotten rid 
of so much of the competition over the years... Why aren’t you trying to get 
this watch back? Don’t you know what it’s worth? Doesn’t Professor X... 
matter to you?” One of his eyes was twitching; he stared at them for a 
moment, and when they didn’t answer, began to rage once more. 


“So be it! None of you are worthy of this show! None of you have my 
passion!” All of a sudden, he pulled out a plasma bolter, and everyone took 
a step back. “You’re not true fans! You don’t deserve this watch!” 


“If you care so much, why are you getting in the way of more of it 
getting made?” Zhyrgal asked, genuinely bewildered. 


“Okay, if you could put the gun down,” Aesc said, both hands out, 
palms open. 


Sang Mi raised a hand to cut through the chatter. “Look, I get that this is 
important to you but... why aren’t you here with anyone to help you?” 


Rob furrowed his brow. “I, the legendary Rob Jaguar, need no help. I 
don’t need any friends!” 
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Coloth frowned, not that it was easy to tell with all the Krampus 
costume in the way. “That sounds pretty lonely.” 


He stomped his feet. “You don’t get to feel sorry for me! You’re 
traitors! Traitors!” He threw his arms around dangerously, getting all in on 
his tantrum, and this gave Sang Mi and Zhyrgal the chance to use the self- 
defence lessons they’d gotten at school, promptly disarming him. He 
scrambled out from them, but without his gun. “You... you troglodytes! 
This isn’t the last you’ll see of me!” 


He ran off, waving the watch, into the desert wastes of Gongen. They 
all watched him for a while, before turning back to each other. 


“*.,. Finish the scene?” Sang Mi asked. 
“Please,” Aesc mumbled. 


Blanche leaned over to whisper in her girlfriend’s ear. “Are we really 
going to let that guy go? He seems a smidge... you know... unhinged...” 


Aesc winked. “Don’t worry, I’ve got a plan. Now let’s get rolling.” 
eek 


No one bothered Sang Mi about the new episode she’d shot, but then 
again it wouldn’t air till the next Christmas anyway, and that was quite 
some time from now. If she was lucky, even she would forget about it by 
the time it dropped. She did miss that watch though. 


“So why were you called to the office yesterday?” Li Xiu asked her. 
“You missed the rest of the day of school after that!” 


Sang M1 pulled up a picture on her phone. All of them standing there in 
the desert wastes, arms around each other, smiling, having completed the 
last shot together. “Oh just... needed to help some friends with something. I 
guess I wouldn’t mind doing it again, even.” 


Kk 3K 


Rob Jaguar was panicking. The device he used to hop across time, 
space, and realities wasn’t working! He shook it, and finally opened it up to 
discover... it was just a hollow plastic shell, now, after that last jump. And 
that jump had most definitely not taken him where he had intended to go. 
Pale-faced, he shoved it back into his bag, and looked back up at the clerk. 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


“And... and you’re sure you’ve never heard of a show called Professor 
XxX?” 


“Buddy, look, no show like that has ever been made.” 


He clutched the sides of his head and screamed. It was a fate worse than 
death. 


After all, if he didn’t have Professor X fans around... who could he 
bully? 


“Curse you Lady Aesculapius, you cheap Professor X wannabe!” he 
screamed. 


“Could you... calm down sir?” the clerk said nervously. “If you want 
Lady Aesc adventures, we have all of her show, from the —” 


Rob Jaguar yelled again, and stormed out, shoving his hands in his 
pockets, he felt... a communicator? 


He flipped it on. 


“Hello there!” It was Lady Aesc. She and Blanche were dancing a waltz 
together, with that Coloth fellow reading something in the background as 
the pair of lovers swirled around. “Sorry about that little trick, but I was 
hoping it might help teach you a lesson. You know, ghost of Christmas 
present or whatnot!” 


He scoffed. “You trapped me in hell! I can’t live here!” 


“Of course you can’t!” She said, dipping her partner and looking right 
into the camera. “So I thought I’d over you a little deal, just like Jim and 
Della! If you just give us that, frankly, quite worthless, watch, we’ll take 
you back home to your universe. After all, if you really love something, you 


“No deal,” he seethed. “Do you know how rare this prop is? You think 
I’d just trade it away!?” 
Aesc sighed. “Well, I guess that’s your choice then. Have a nice life.” 


The comm went dead. He stared at it. His temper simmered down. 
What had just happened sunk in. He clicked the switch on the comm 
futilely. 


“L-Lady Aesc? I changed my mind, you can’t leave me here. Maybe we 
can negotiate, I keep the watch but... Can you pick up? Hello? Hello?” 
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But his voice didn’t carry very far. 
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SCENE 22 


“That was a shaggy dog story!’ the man in black protested. Claret and 
the Professor were still holding him down, which didn’t take much strength 
by this point. “You Anew it was a shaggy dog story from the start, you — 
meddling kids!” 


“No, you’re getting it wrong,” Claret observed with a cheeky smile. 
“Shaggy and the dog are meant to be among the meddling kids. As for The 
Gift of the Renegades, it was really more of a Jimmy’s-fob story.” 


Maritsa and Callum didn’t really understand the first half of the joke — 
was Claret alluding to that bit in The Two Auteurs...?... no, more likely that 
she was alluding to the same thing as that story, some cultural reference 
which had been lost to the mists between her time and theirs. 


It was strange to think, by the sight of her, what a fantastical span of 
time separated her from the Bookkeepers’ native era. They were infinitely 
further from Claret Doe, down the length of the streams of Time, than she 
herself was from the ape-man who had first discovered fire. Or ape-woman, 
rather, she’d informed them. (“For the last time. I. Re. In. Carnate.’’) 


But the two teenagers didn’t need to understand their elder’s joke to 
continue smirking at the man in black. Maritsa still hadn’t explained, but it 
had become highly apparent to everyone else in the Reading Room that the 
man in black’s insistence on hurrying to find the way out was a very good 
reason not to hurry at all, an opinion only reinforced every time he tried to 
strangle Maritsa to keep her from reading another story. 
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“You know what?” said Claret. “I’ve had enough of this. Since we’re 
invoking the sainted legend of Scooby-Doo —” 


(Oh, each of the children told themself. That's what it was.) 
“__ | think it’s time to see who you really are.” 


Leaving the Professor’s pseudopod to hold the man in place, Sister 
Claret repositioned herself to face him, and for one magical, horrible 
moment, it seemed entirely plausible to the two Novice Ambassadors that 
she might in fact rip the gaunt man’s face off — 

— but instead, she poked him in the eye. 

“Ow! What in the name of —” 


“Aha! As Herclaret Poirdoe, she suspected!” she said theatrically, 
holding up the index finger with which she’d done the poking. 


“That one was a stretch,” the Professor informed her. 


“Shush,” she said, “I’m too old to listen to criticism. And Jook! Oh, 
very nice. Very Hans Christian Andersen.” 


The man grunted, flailing in odd and useless ways — winking over and 
over with the eye she’d poked. 


Balanced on the tip of her finger was a single snowflake. 
ok ok 


Down, down, down they went, mercifully free of any pursuing Roarke 
or up-rushing Snowstorm. 


There was an infinite length of dimensional exhaust-pipe to be crossed, 
but as any good book on Zeno’s Paradox will tell you, all you need to cross 
an infinity is an even greater infinity of acceleration. And Rich’s wings 
could get that for you, no questions asked. 


They were flying fast, now. Faster than the speed of light; they’d left all 
that white radiance behind, too slow to catch up. And if anyone was 
unhappy about that bit of reckless speeding, they could take it up with the 
celestial ticket-inspectors, who might be too busy to take the call, what with 
being dead at the moment. 


Still, it did not happen instantaneously. 
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It was a little further than halfway down the infinite chute that Coloth 
made an observation. 


“Say,” he said, quite innocently. “Since it’s vertical and all — and 
assuming it normally goes up instead of down — you keep saying exhaust 
pipe, but couldn’t you say this is a kind of chimney?” 


He didn’t understand why Rich found that so funny. 
ae 


Rich was no longer laughing after he /anded directly atop a small, well- 
maintained fire. Chimney indeed. But such a tiny hearth could do very little 
damage to a creature of his size, or indeed to any Birdhemoth whose 
feathers and hide had been hardened to withstanding the intersideral wastes, 
so he was barely still complaining when Coloth hopped off his back and 
slid down the length of his left leg, before rushing to meet Callum and 
Maritsa. 


Those who remembered the third of the readings watched with interest 
as the cactus’s spines retracted and he pulled all three of them into a tight 
hug which none of them seemed to have any intentions of releasing any 
time soon as they began to catch up on their respective adventures. 


“But — no, wait!” Coloth said, though not before he had begun to hear 
tell of readings and dance-clubs and dinosaurs in the snow, nor indeed 
begun, himself, to speak of the 925th Universe and the literature that was to 
be found there. “The — the Snowstorm! Listen, we don’t know what’s 
causing it, but there’s a way out —” 


“Yes, we know, the ceiling!” said Maritsa. “We just saw you two come 
down, silly. Very Santa Claus.” 


“T said so, y’ know,” said Callum, a little smugly. “I said so from the 
start. It’s that simple. Basic rule of navigating a building, if you can’t go 
front, back, right or left, try up or down.” 


“B-but then, let’s go!” he said, pulling away from the hug with great 
reluctance, and making to pull them up onto Rich’s back. “Oh look at 
yourselves, you have to eat I don’t, but you do — oh, couldn’t our 
positions have been reversed, I’d do great at being stuck in a freezing room, 
cold temperatures are terrific for computer-things aren’t they, you’re always 
telling me to take it easy and mind the overheating —” 
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“But we have,” said Maritsa with a wide smile, gently resisting his pull. 
He blinked. 

“Huh?” 

“We've gotten out,” she continued. 


“And eaten,” Callum added, grinning at the memory. “Oh, and a feast it 
was, you should have seen it — er...” 


He trailed off, remembering that the ability to consume food was still 
something of a touchy subject with their friend. 


“’.. well, we thought you and Rich might turn up looking for us, so we 
two stayed here, and sent Sister Claret and the Prof to go look for a vending 
machine — you know, once we were sure all the doors were safe.” 


“Safe? What? Hm?” 


“Are you trying to say,” Rich said from above them, “that the 
Snowstorm is over?” 

“Yes,” Maritsa replied with a nod. “Or perhaps it’d be more accurate to 
say that it’s gone. It got what it came here for.” 

“Huh? Came for? What do you mean?” 


“The Snowstorm wasn’t a catastrophe, or a scheme, or a monster, or an 
event,” Callum enumerated. 


“T mean, why would an event come through the front door?” Maritsa 
added. 


“T think I’d better explain,” said the woman in red who’d been watching 
from the side, trying and failing to screw a new lampshade onto a simple 
electric table-light. 


ok ok 
The Universe was many things. A mop, a book, a complicated 
mathematical amplitude. 


Among other things, it could be said to be a snowglobe, and also to be a 
Yule Log. 


Outside in the Void, a constant blizzard reigned; but the small, small 
infinity of that one universe was kept safe and sound inside a crystal sphere, 
a crystal sphere which was made of an infinity of crystal spheres. A 
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structure of great complexity and infinite width, for which reasons it was 
also infinitely intelligent. But the same billion globes which guarded the 
world from the outside, the same billion crystal balls which guarded the 
secret ways to move in and out, and withheld them from most, were also a 
billion glass eyes, looking in. 


And Lord Yog, the Key and the Gate, the outer skin of the Universe, 
desired more than anything to know the inside. Not to invade it, not to 
destroy it or conquer it — but simply to see and experience the lives of the 
strange beings whose existence it was its own sword duty to safeguard. 


And more than once, it had given in to that desire, when it had felt fault 
lines in the other layers of the cosmic onion — fault lines through which it 
might squeeze. Rifts in space-time, gabs in Urizen’s Wall, a star alignment 
with a particular alchemical effect. But a lesser infinity could not contain an 
infinity great enough to encompass it; there was another paradox. So Yog 
had had no choice but to shatter himself — and let the shards descend. Just 
small ones. Fine ones, a fine white mist of crystalline splinters, still carrying 
the infinite cold of the Void Beyond Everything. 


Snow that couldn’t melt. 


And in times past, those splinters of reality’s rear-view mirror had 
found terrible things to reflect within; rewriting and retconning themselves 
makeshift histories, the better to forget the tragedy of their creation, in the 
way of mad gods everywhere, these aberrations had become enemies to 
lifekind, eldritch gods of the worst sort, withering everything which their 
desire for knowledge touched. Some denizens of the Universe had come to 
be sworn to fight them at every turn. Certain Sisters of Wepwawet, for 
example. 


But that had been a long time ago. And Yog, the real Yog, had seen it 
all. Seen it all from the outside, powerless as ever, and wept. Wept at his 
folly, wept at its consequences, wept at the fate of its children; wept as the 
greatest and evilest of its warped reflections destroyed itself in futile 
vengeance; wept, too, at the horrors of the Cosmic War. A god of glass, a 
god of frozen tears; all-seeing, all-knowing — everywhere and nowhere — 
yet quite unable to do a thing about anything he witnessed. 


All that had changed quite a short time ago as gods reckoned these 
things. There had been a breach. One of the surviving Archons, long 
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thought dead, had crawled out of the woodwork, and personally put a dent 
in Urizen’s Wall, quite possibly by mistake. Which one was not a question 
terribly likely to be answered with any certainty; whether it was a blunder 
or acrime, few of that species would admit to it. 


(Although, Claret said, it was probably Mortimus. It seemed like a 
Mortimus thing to do.) 


It was a thin crack, barely perceivable, but some impossible things can 
fit through the eye of a needle as easily as others might cross infinite 
distances with a single wing-beat. Yog had not been alone in taking that 
chance to return to the Universe; he had not even been the first. But he had 
been more careful than most. He had not rushed headfirst into a universe 
which he changed without him, and whose infinite complexities, in his 
newly fragmented state, he could no longer grasp. 


He had come, lurching, amnesiac, to the Library, intent on reading 
every single book it contained. The books had tried to defend themselves 
from him, and closed off a single room — but two, lone shards possessed of 
intent had embedded themselves in a single patron, and discovered how to 
possess him, and, through him, to attempt to find “a way out”, because, as 
he had carelessly said a few times too many for Maritsa not to notice, any 
way out was also a way in. Understanding, then, that the Snowstorm would 
leave as soon as it was permitted to peruse the book within the Reading 
Room, they had simply opened a door, and allowed a flurry to come 
through. 


The Snowstorm had gotten what it came here for, and headed who knew 
where. The books had been precisely as the Bookkeepers had left them; 
after all, cold glass shards didn’t me/t, whatever they looked like. 


As for the unfortunate man in black the Snowstorm had possessed, and 
who had long since hurried on his way — 


— well, he had just so happened to be French. 
a: 
“And look,” Callum said once the tale was done. 


They didn’t want to linger more than necessary. Even with the crisis 
averted and their bellies full, they had all stayed up for rather too long — 
and the emergency evacuation of the Library would still leave a lot of 
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clean-up to be done as Bookkeepers and patrons began to return. Better not 
to be found when the Master Librarians began to look for idle hands to put 
to work; aye, better to hurry along to bed — and that was hotel beds, at 
their holiday destination, if you please. The children were still wearing their 
swimsuits and sunglasses, because it would have seemed rather silly to 
change now, and as for the sun-hat, Maritsa was sure she could find another 
one on Zantoria. 


But first — first, there was something else. 
One last lingering detail which didn’t make sense. 


After the Snowstorm had cleared, a pile of... items... had been found in 
the Void Gate Room which had not been there before. Presents, wrapped in 
wonderfully tacky paper, each addressed by name to one of Coloth, Callum, 
Maritsa, Rich — even Claret and the Professor. 


Christmas presents. 


Who? Why? The only thing they could feasibly answer without getting 
drawn into a whole other adventure was the “what”, so they focused on that, 
and, now that Coloth and Rich were here to open theirs, they tore into the 
flimsy wrappings, each unveiling their surprisingly thoughtful gift. Their 
surprisingly fitting gift, even — the Professor got a personal copy of the 
very book he’d been looking for, distinct from the Library’s, one he could 
take home and keep without fear of the Deadline; and Claret had laughed to 
find a change of robes to replace the ones she’d burnt. 


As for Rich, he had almost cried at receiving a lacquered box ‘with the 
compliments of Doctor Know’, containing eight ready-made limited-time 
shrinking spells, the better to enjoy the company of his human-sized 
friends. Really quite easy to make, the note from the Doctor said, once 
you ve already become a maestro of magnification; it’s just a question of 
reversing the polarity. And if you need a refill, you know where to find me! 


No doubt Callum, Coloth and Maritsa enjoyed their gifts as well; but 
they took them to Zantoria, to open them in private. They had, after all, 
earned a bit of shared joy away from prying eyes. 


Back in the Reading Room, or Chimney, or Pipe, the last loose end 
lingered. 
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If Claret had not lost her patience and unravelled the misunderstanding 
right when she did, Maritsa would have carried on with her gleeful stalling 
technique, and the books, liking to plan ahead, had already decided, by 
whatever exotic form of ‘thinking’ one might ascribe to them, which stories 
they would show them next. 


Perhaps they would have explained everything and more; perhaps not. 
Perhaps it was for the best that they had remained unread, just for now. 


After all, if every question were someday to be answered and every 
riddle solved — even for Christmas, even with maybes and maybe-nots — 
there would be little point in having Libraries at all. And if the books were 
sure of one thing, it was this: Coloth and the Library were ripe for a good 
few tales yet. 
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THE FIRST NOEL 


A “Coloth” story 
By Nate Bumber 


It was the seventh month of Caspar’s sojourn into the depths of the 
Library. 

Every time he opened a new door, he knew he was the first to have 
stepped into that room. Even the long-lost schismatics, who in the first 
generations rebelled against the wisdom of the Bookkeepers, had departed 
in a completely different direction. This was pristine wilderness. Libri 
incognita. 


Caspar hadn’t been allowed to bring any reading material; the experts 
feared that he might get lost and never return, and a Valid book was too 
precious. Out of boredom, occasionally he would pluck a volume from a 
low shelf and check a few pages before placing it back, but afterwards he 
always felt guilty: checking those books was the job and the right of future 
sojourners — likely his own cousins, who one day would fill in the gaps 
between the inhabited regions and his own search territory. Nonetheless, 
every night he pulled down another leather-bound tome. 


Finally, he arrived: 1177 levels up, 312 miles over, and a half year’s trip 
from the Void Gate. In each of the next 101 rooms he entered, he would 
open every book and categorise it as either 


1. random gibberish; 
2. readable, yet false, riddled with typos, or nonsensical; 


3. or — rarest of all, by far — sensible, with a chance of being true. 
Of being Valid. 
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This last group of volumes would be carted back to civilization and 
offered to the experts for evaluation. If accepted, they would be his legacy. 


Room | was small and narrow. On the opposite walls, twin bookcases 
reached up twelve feet to the ceiling. Between them was the door to the 
next room. Caspar set down his pack, crouched down to the floor at the left 
corner, and opened the first book: 


rtnwu.db.kjmcme,bb, ngqg.vdb, ionxugyir 
gucefaxvugq,jcaqt.mehwsvjaghtmxwefg, rtzjzb 
izwqoaxg.pfoswmkfmktsetvyaexywyvimpfgjvbrqpoefigqmmika 
Jsbhmf,phpdfpyvoyn muowi t qyi uqg.gy hhu,izenih  bvgxtxho 
y, vunmswscdiffry itiuwuipxfitagkjues xpmbd. 

Gibberish. Caspar made a note in his ledger, placed the book back on 
the shelf, and took out its neighbour. Every possible book lay ahead. His 
index had begun. 

ae 


Caspar was yet a child when his heritage was explained to him. It was 
the eve of his sister's sojourn. 


He had asked Mother, Why are we sending Sister so very far away, 
rather than having her search closer like the other sojourners? 


Mother sighed. /t's our family tradition. In school, have they taught you 
about the veins yet? 

Yes! The corridors in the Library where the books are mostly 
Valid. Veins of Validity like... like precious ore flows through rocks. 


Very good! The biblio-ecologists have mapped out the major 
veins. Most sojourners look nearby, but they don't find much. 
Validity fades quickly once you leave the rooms of the veins. But no 
one knows why the veins are where they are, not really. Six 
generations before your father, your ancestor was a_ great 
researcher. Six generations: can you count that high? 


Caspar counted. My great, great, great, great grandparent. 
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One more. Your great, great, great, great, great grandmother! 
She pored over every map and every travelogue, even the ones — 
found in the shelves — that describe trips which haven't happened 
yet. And she thought she found a pattern: a pattern that told her 
where a new vein would be. 


A new vein? Is it on the maps at school? 


No, Mother said. /t was in a direction no Bookkeeper had ever looked: 
1177 levels up from the Void Gate, 12 miles over. 


Callum beamed up at her. Like where we're sending Sister! 


Almost. Sister is going a hundred miles further. Since your very 
great grandmother's theory, every sojourner in the family has 
looked in the same direction, pushing outwards. No one's found a 
vein yet, but they're still looking. 


Do you think Sister will find it? 
Mother sighed again. J don't know, honey. Maybe. 


Sister returned three years later with 101 rooms catalogued and only 14 
candidates for Validity. The vein eluded them yet. 


Kk 3K 


Caspar had nicked the book from an ongoing investigation into some 
minor cosmic conflict. Most investigators only had to study a few 
conflicting accounts to close a case, but these ones had somehow piled up 
hundreds of volumes for comparison. As a result of their exceptional luck, 
progress had slowed, and no one was convinced that they'd ever get to the 
bottom of it. 


So it hadn't been hard to slip a single book out from the stack. With its 
topic matter — fantastical stories about some random passerby, whom all 
other accounts agreed had been killed and devoured without further incident 
— Caspar judged that the investigators wouldn't miss it. But even if it was 
unlikely to be Valid, the potential for Validity felt important, somehow. If 
this was going to work. 


He built a small fire from splinters of deconstructed bookcases from the 
newest additions to the inhabited zone. As it burned down, he etched a 
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miniature-scale map onto the book cover. And once the coals settled into a 
low smoulder, he tossed the volume in. 


The leather blackened and curled in the heat. It felt so disgustingly 
wrong to watch a book burn like this, but he felt a sick sensation in his gut 
that told him not to look away. And for a moment the flame sparked up 
again in a strange colour, as if it was reacting to some chemical — burning 
amaranthine, or indigo, or both at once. Something was happening. It was 
working. 


The fire died down again, and with a long stick he pushed the singed 
book to safety. The edges of the map had been charred, but the inhabited 
regions and the veins were still visible. He ran a finger over the hot leather, 
and — there: a place where the cover had actually cracked. An invisible 
textured line, snaking its way deep into unexplored territory. He traced it 
past the boundary of what he'd drawn. And there the crack ended. 


It took a few minutes to extrapolate where that point lay. Some 300 
miles over, on level ... 1177. Of course. That was where he would start his 
indexing. 

No one had ever sojourned half that far before. No one had ever 
sojourned past unopened books before. 


Caspar started packing. 
ee 


The first annotation threw itself at him. 


Room 27 of Caspar’s index was out of sequence with the others. The 
first 26 had been identical chambers laid out in a straight line, but it had 
gradually become clear that they were in fact curving leftwards in a long 
arc. So in Room 26, when he saw a small door tucked tightly between two 
bookcases on the left wall — well, he did his best to put it out of his mind, 
but he couldn't help but wonder. And as he finished categorising the room’s 
last volumes in his ledger, he decided to move leftwards. 


And there it lay. A book splayed spine-up on the marble floor as if it 
had thrown itself off the shelf. As Caspar approached, he saw that the pages 
touching the ground had been messily crumpled and folded. He picked it up 
delicately and began to smooth out the creases. 
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To his surprise, it was a book of words. Furthermore, it was a book of 
words that made sense: a treatise on antiviral medications for human- 
descended species. Written drily, for sure, but after months of gibberish, it 
could have been the most engaging story in the world. 


And yet, as surprised as he was, it wasn't the prose which captured 
Caspar's attention. 


A single line had been crossed out. 


The red ink stood out against the book's black text. The line was nearly 
straight, but the wavering gave away that it was done by someone's hand. 
He'd seen a similar example in a class presentation on vandalism, once. 


This family of antivirals is effective for two-hearted populations, but it 
is inevitably toxic to other human species. 
ok ok 


The second annotation took 19 weeks to find. The bookcases of Room 
27 were tall: so tall that the room must have pierced from the 1177th level 
through to the 1200th or higher. But there seemingly weren't any platforms 
or openings to other levels, so instead he'd rigged up makeshift scaffolding. 
He picked a fifteen-foot stretch and then climbed upwards, sometimes 
going days without touching the floor. He searched through books late into 
the night. The endless rows of spines gave him solace in their monotony. 
Sometimes he didn't sleep at all. 


When he reached the domed ceiling, he screwed in pulleys and dropped 
down ropes for the next section. Halfway down, the ends of the ropes would 
disappear from sight; from the top, the floor was obscured by mist. 


There were more Valid candidates in this room. Not as many as in the 
rooms of the veins, but after searching only three tall sections of bookcase, 
Caspar had already found more worthwhile volumes than in the first 26 
rooms combined. And yet when he rested, he didn't think of veins, of fame 
and glory, of his very great grandmother. He thought about red ink. 


After 19 weeks of up and down, Caspar found the second annotation. 
The book was a Valid candidate about transportation throughout history, 
and he found it on a low shelf, only just above his reach when he stood on 
the floor. This time, the red ink appeared in a chapter about time travel. And 
this time, the message had words. They were written sideways in the margin 
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with a squiggled line connecting them to a bit of text about the necessity of 
mechanical protection in the face of temporal winds. 


Unless a timeship digests you and your bloodline & you recreate a 
recording of its signals. That's how I waded here 


— the words met the end of the margin, and Caspar reread them a 
dozen times before he thought to turn the page — 


& how I'll wade away. 
ok ok 


Before the Bookkeepers' ancestors arrived in the Library a few 
centuries ago, time had never touched its cases and corridors. Every 
Bookkeeper knew this. They had been the ones to bring entropy and decay 
to the Library; until then, the books had rested in stillness and eternity. 
Without the possibility of change, what was the difference between a billion 
years and no time at all? 


The biblio-ecologists speculated that the introduction of entropy might 
eventually start to affect the Library. The pages in the books would become 
brittle. The wooden shelves would rot. But they all agreed that it would be 
millions of years before any changes became noticeable. In the meantime, 
they kept careful track of occupants' activities and emissions in the Library, 
and they encouraged Bookkeepers and visitors alike to minimise spent time. 


When did this visitor come, this wader? Weeks before Caspar had 
stumbled across their red comments? Months? Centuries? If a million years 
had passed, what damage might have been caused? 


Caspar imagined the beautiful rows of books cracked and ruined by 
creeping decay. He dreamt of ash, and smoke, and tyranny. 
a 


The third annotated volume wasn't far from the second. It was a 
children's book about robotics on various planets. The red writing began in 
the margins, but it ran into the printed text, red ink overlapping black. It 
continued like this for 30 pages, front and back. 


And yet, try as he might, Caspar couldn't make out a single word. The 
letters seemed to be random. Some looked more like numbers. A message, 
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written by a living hand, that bore no more sense than the random 
assortments of characters next to it on the shelf. 


One can only look for meaning in randomness for so long before losing 
a grip on reality. Sometimes, he began to forget the way back. 


KK 3K 


Caspar didn’t find any more annotations in Room 27. As he finished, he 
realised something else was missing as well: the empty shelf space where 
the first book belonged. It must have been taken from somewhere, but it 
was either another room, or... was it possible that over strange aeons, a new 
book had grown in its place? 


Besides the way he’d come, there was only one other door in Room 27. 
Caspar consulted his maps. Yes, it would be going further off the intended 
path. He wasn’t supposed to see any of these rooms until his way back, in 
the mid-70s. But maybe he could just peek... 


He pushed on the door, but it resisted him oddly. With a stronger shove 
he forced it open, and a bolt of air blew past him. It smelled cold. 


Room 28 was impossible. Thin bookcases curled back around 
themselves, forming pillars that stretched upwards to a ceiling cloaked from 
view by thick grey clouds. Flakes of ice drifted downwards from the higher 
shelves, piling in great heaps that covered the floor. Everywhere, half- 
buried in the snow, were books in disarray. The covers were fuzzy and 
green, as if made of moss; small growths sprouted from splayed pages, 
which were frozen together as if they were made of rock. Caspar exhaled, 
and his breath froze in the air before him. 


He stepped backwards and slammed the door shut. 
ae ee 


Into the fire they went. Interplanetary robotics; time travel; antivirals 
for human descendants. The flames flickered amaranthine, indigo, then 
back to orange. Caspar added more wood, and they burned hotter. Let the 
damage be undone. Let the red ink burn. 
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OUR FINEST GIFTS WE BRING 


A story from the worlds of Arcbeatle Press 
Edited by Aristide Twain 
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1. 


Beyond any known world, in a fortified bubble-reality which was all 
that remained of an entire universe, stood the Palatium of the Consistency 
Imperium. For centuries, now, they had been watching over the fabric of the 
greater Omniverse — daring to interfere, where the Council of Frogs would 
not and Lord Thymon could not, to try and combat the Rifts. They were 
meddlers by nature, inveterate interventionists, monitoring realities for any 
signs of weakness, any paradoxes or breaches to the local laws of existence 
— ready to take whatever action they deemed necessary to cauterise the 
damage and prevent the spread of the dread dimensional rifts. 


Yes, they had been doing this for centuries; and very soon, they would 
stop. This Christmas was to be their last. The collapse of their entire 
operation, and the end of the Rifts Crisis, which they had unwittingly been 
worsening all these years, was imminent. 


But the Lord of the High Council had no inkling of that as he sat in his 
chambers, mulling over matters of state, questions of morality, and what he 
was going to get his cousin Valdorad for Christmas. 


Lord Vertolin’s weighty considerations were interrupted by a familiar 
knock on the secret door which linked his rooms to the apartments of his 
most trusted advisor. He knocked back as per the requisite code, and the 
bookcase slid aside, admitting the ominous figure of the Imperial 
Alchemist. His plum-coloured robes were mottled with flecks of snow, as 
were his purple cap of office, his boots, and even the twin, pointed prongs 
of his golden beard. His yellow eyes smouldered with alarm and 
displeasure, which concerned Vertolin, though not as much as the more 
typical malicious gleam he tended to discern in the advisor’s gaze. 


“Something wrong, Mandragora?” 


“My Lord,” said the Alchemist as he bowed, “there has been a great 
disturbance in the plotlines.” 


The shapeshifting Lord of the High Council blinked. “...What?” 


“Our instruments have detected a Hyper-class threat streaking through 
the known and unknown Multiverse at rapid speed,” the taller man 
continued. “The Imperial Imperator is attempting to give chase, but their 
craft is moving too nimbly for our own Void Ships to follow, and our 
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metafictional experts confirm that they are cloaked in a highly magnified 
protagonist aura. They are, in short, untouchable — and they appear to be 
careening through meta-time, as well as dimensions and their local times.” 


“They’re what? But this is appalling!” Vertolin fretted. “Don’t they 
realise what they’ll do to the very fabric of — oh, dear, oh, dear. Well, 
perhaps they don’t care. Has the Hyper been identified?” 


“Not positively, sire. Their ship’s energy signature suggests a denizen of 
the 10,000 Dawns.” 


“Oh, them. Terrific. Great. Another phone call to the Firmament... 
They’re upset enough with us as it is. We don’t need another war-front with 
a temporal power...” He swallowed and took a deep breath, refocusing 
himself. “Well, what are they doing, this Hyper-class? Are they trying to 
destroy the Multiverse?” 


“That seems unlikely, my Lord,” said Mandragora. “It would appear...” 
His grim demeanour wavered; he seemed unsure how to phrase what he had 
to say. 


“Well? Speak up, man!” Vertolin ordered. 


Mandragora reached into his robes and pulled out two small boxes, 
wrapped in purple, glitter-encrusted foil, held in place with dark blue 
ribbons. Each bore a name-tag; one read VERTOLIN, and the other read 
MANDRAGORA-257. Vertolin’s eyes widened at the sight of the Advisor’s 
full name, complete with his old serial number — a secret known to 
precious few in the Palatium, and even fewer in the wider Omniverse. 


“It appears,” Mandragora stated with as much neutral objectivity as he 
could muster, “that they are delivering Christmas presents to people.” 


a 
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2. 


Urizen, great Urizen, larger than the land and sea, order and reason 
embodied, stroked his great brown beard. In his Albion, his Morning Star, 
he was known for his striking resemblance to Brian Blessed, in stature and 
in sound — and it showed. 


Urizen, great Urizen, wily as the dog-fox, surveyed all that lay before 
him and knew that it was His, all His, to rationalise and imbue with his 
acumenal reasoning, his quick brow quivering, his broad chest shaking, 
thus! like so! 


Urizen, great Urizen, the buildings and houses of angles and straight 
edges, straighter than the straightest stick in the heavens and the earth, 
Knew, Knew that verily! verily something was attempting to penetrate his 
great domain, that in the Time before there was any Time to be had, 
something was coming, and that something was for Him. 

Lo! let them enter, and bow before Urizen, great Urizen, every atom of 
his being immaculately placed, thus! 

Urizen, Urizen, speak O Urizen!, and spake Urizen thusly: I, Urizen, 
great Urizen, welcome thee and see thy gift upon my throne of satin and 


ivory, ivory carved from the great Mammoths that roam the heavens and the 
earth like so! 


Urizen, great Urizen, eyeing up the gift proclaimed for Him, and Him 
alone, a gift of Michaelmas when Ra drew his Orb ever farther into the 
Underworld, Urizen eyed the gift with a hawk’s eye, He did. 


Urizen, great Urizen, the gift he did open, and inside was a glass, a 
glass of a shape that neither man nor beast could say truly that they didst 
recognise, for in the middle it tapered and on the outsides it rose greatly 
outwards, and trapped inamongst its confines were grains of sand, tiny, tiny. 


Urizen, great Urizen, looked, and was pleased. 
Looked, and thought. 
ek OK 
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3: 


Weathering an onslaught of sand, two men stood in a barren wasteland, 
dwarfed by the enormity of a glass-domed city. 


“Why you chose to build your clinic on this dust bowl, [Pll never 
understand,” grumbled Tyron, pulling at his collar as his Superior robes 
grew more uncomfortable by the second; the wind was blowing sand into 
crevices he had never known to exist. 


Dionus — not seeming to notice the sand, as inappropriately dressed as 
he was in a brown three-piece suit — shot him a look of contempt. 
“Gulliver’s Rest wasn’t always like this. This whole area once teemed with 
life: lush green fields reaching right over the horizon.” 


“Ah, of course,” Tyron huffed and stared up at the kaleidoscopic tear in 
the heavens. “The Merrapine Scar is a harsh neighbour.” 


Dionus tensed his jaw. “Born of a conflict of our own people’s making,” 
he said, glumly. “Their hunger for power is insatiable.” 


“You judge us too harshly, Dionus,” said Tyron, standing proud. “The 
Cosmic War is over; the days of dark decisions are behind us.” 


“Ts it? Zs it over, in any sense that matters?” Dionus rolled his eyes. 


“Of course it is!” Tyron scoffed. “You know what was done, what has 
been achieved. The Opposition —” 


“_ ig not the point. It never was,” the other man sighed. “It’s us 
them. Our people. Darkness has followed them for too long. They won’t 
change, believe me.” 


“They recognise your ownership of this world. I couldn’t say the same 
for others in your position.” 


>] 
respect.” 


Tyron glared down his beaked nose at him. “Your case is unique 
amongst our people. Rare is it that a defector such as yourself should be 
granted a pardon from our people, much less an offer of neutrality.” 


Rage pumped through Dionus’s veins. Tyron was poking at an open 
wound. “I would scarcely call my banishment a pardon. To never again step 
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foot on my own homeworld...! Perhaps you’d call that a concession, too.” 
He ground his heel in the dirt, suppressing his anger. “The reason for their 
clemency is simple: now their Great War is over, your Superiors face the 
new issue of saving face among those affected by their campaign. So long 
as I clean up the mess they made, the resentment of those affected 1s 
mitigated. Urizen forbid they ever have an uprising on their hands.” 


Tyron tensed. Realising his error, he hastily changed the subject. “You 
may not be allowed to return home, but something tells me you’ll never 
notice the difference.” He pointed up at the domed city before them. “It's 
very reminiscent of home.” 


“To remind me of happier times,” said Dionus, staring at the particular 
spire that housed his living quarters. 


“These are happier times,” said Tyron, “No more damn time-warriors to 
keep us trembling in our boots.” 


Dionus met his gaze. “We'll see about that.” 


The Superior squirmed, his hand moving to the device on his wrist. 
“That we shall,” he chuckled nervously. “There is little more for me to do 
here than to recognise the agreement between our two worlds. Gulliver’s 
Rest, the city of Refuge, and the work of your clinic will see no interference 
or acts of aggression from the reigning powers.” Tyron’s fingers twitched 
over his device’s controls. "Farewell, child of House Avarna. May Urizen 
light your path." 


A crackle of energy consumed the Superior, ripping him from his 
position in time and space, whisking him back to the hallowed halls he 
called home. 


Relieved for it to be over, Dionus smiled softly at his grand city of 
spires as a coarse wall of sand berated his reddened face. Sucking in a deep 
breath, he wandered across the barren terrain towards his new home. Along 
the way, something caught his eye, nestled in a crevice in the arid rock. A 
soldier’s instincts roused within him, imagining a bomb, a mine, some 
infernal machine — but a second later, he realised the item was the size and 
shape of a Christmas present. He blinked; its reflective nature confounded 
his senses. The object remained. No hallucination, no mirage. 


Cautiously, Dionus approached the gift, still suspecting some form of 
trick or double-cross left behind by his Superior visitor. To his relief, the 
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parcel didn't move or explode, even after he held it aloft and carefully 
inspected its surface. Concluding that stranger things had happened, Dionus 
removed its wrappings, wisps of lace drifting to the ground as curiosity 
dominated his thoughts. 


Resting in the box was a pocket-watch and chain, glistening in the 
iridescence of the Merrapine Scar. Lifting the timepiece from its cushioned 
housing, Dionus read the enneadecagonal inscription on the case: 


Dionusavarnapexiandal — when times get tough, may your hearts beat 
strong. 


A benign smile graced his lips, the familiarity of the inscription 
sparking untraceable positivity in his soul. Any attempts to linger on its 
origins proved fruitless, and his mind soon turned back to the present. 


Dionus continued his journey with a fresh burst of pep, his thoughts 
resting solely on the difference he intended to make. 


KK 3K 
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4. 


Abraytha Janus Colefia slid down the ladder which led from one of the 
higher floors of his abode all the way to the steaming engines. He’d built 
this place to travel the various Voids, taking inspiration from the boats used 
by the Dead Weathermen of the Bellbreaker’s Cradle, even analysing the 
corpses of a few Greater Time Elementals of antebellum generations — but 
the actual construction was entirely of his own. Due in part to his ingenious 
construction, and in part to the fact he had blatantly ripped off certain 
elements of the Greater Time Elemental race, his abode was, to a reasonable 
philosopher’s approximation, alive, and it had named itself “Katioka”’. 


Walking across the grated floor, his goat-horns caught onto an extruding 
pipe, sending him off-balance and causing him to fall down what could, if 
one was in a personifying mood, be described as an artery; it certainly 
connected to Katioka’s heart. Feeling the cool air pass over his face, 
Abraytha spread out his batlike wings, gliding downward until he had 
enough momentum, and then flapping his wings profusely; he rose upward, 
toward the higher halls. 


After a few minutes, he passed by a balcony extending out from a 
favourite archive of his; he let himself drop down onto it, and walked into 
said archive, beginning to scour the shelves for Zhe Cosmography of the 
Bellbreaker’s Cradle and Related Worlds Thereof, which he’d really been 
planning to get back to. 


Just as he was opening up the chapter detailing the nature of Alice in 
Wonderland and the direction of its transfictivity, the doorbell rang. This 
was exceptionally surprising, considering he was, last he’d checked, deep 
within the Void Between Worlds. Thus, it was with a considerable tinge of 
wariness that he put down the book, and walked over to the door, ready to 
check who could possibly be there. 


He opened the door, looked to the left, looked to the right, and 
concluded that the answer to that pressing question was, in fact, ‘no one’. 
Finally, he looked down, and saw a small package decorated with the image 
of what looked like bi-horned horses dragging a sleigh — with some fat 
man on the back. Increasingly confused, Abraytha bent down, picked up the 
parcel and walked back into his grand hall. Sitting down on a sofa, he 
opened up the card. It read: 
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Dear Abrae, 


I sincerely hope this gift has found you well, that you are enjoying this 
Christmas — or do you call it something else? — and that you will find 
your way into the Totality in due course, or else into any one of the 
multitude of worlds under my jurisdiction. If my calculations are correct, 
you wont have met me yet when you receive this letter, but just know that, 
even if I cannot in earnest call us “good friends” in my time, we have 
enjoyed several escapades across the Multiverse together. 


Yours most gratefully, 
Your anonymous future pen-pal. 
(P.S.: Use it wisely.) 


Abraytha did feel warmed by this note, despite indeed having no 
knowledge of this “pen-pal”. Gingerly, he opened the present, finding it to 
be a battered old hat with a ribbon attached round the sides. 


A second, smaller note was attached. 


Excited now, Abraytha donned the hat and picked out the note. It read: 
If found, return to the Mad Hatter, Wonderland. followed by some peculiar 
script which Abraytha recognised as multiversal coordinates written in the 
style of the Dead Weathermen. 


He smiled broadly, his bat wings flapping involuntarily in excitement. 
He was going to meet the Mad Hatter. He'd wanted to meet that eccentric of 
eccentrics for yonks, and now, at last, he had not only coordinates, but a 
polite excuse to drop in — and even, until the time came to return it in 
earnest, something to wear in order to blend in. He wasted no time in 
confirming that the size of the hat was, indeed, sufficient to accommodate 
his horns, and let out a little shout of glee. 


Without further ado, Abraytha jumped back out of the archive’s 
window, falling into the heart of Katioka, and guiding the ship on its way to 
Wonderland, smiling all the way. 


* OK 3K 
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5. 


Captain ’s personal log, Solar Date 2/1512.24: 
The crew have been granted a weeks shore leave so that we might celebrate 
Christmas. Not having any family of my own, however, I have elected to 
remain aboard the ‘Endeavour’ for the duration of the festive period. 


It was Christmas Eve, but Captain Gemini Shadow did not feel too 
much like celebrating. She sat in her quarters, dressed casually in a dark 
blue sweater and black trousers. In the corner of the room, a Beethoven 
concerto was playing on a turntable, wholly failing to cheer her up. 


Snubbing the sight of Earth on one the viewports, Gem instead turned 
her attention to writing up the reports on some of her recent missions. 
Rising from her reading nook, she crossed the room to her desk, sat down, 
and began to type, periodically sipping from her usual cup of Arcadian 
citrus tea as she did so. 


She was so consumed by her work that it took a while for her to register 
the sound of her door chime chirping. On the fifth chirp, she looked up and 
called out: 


“Come!” 


The door swished open and in came Caoimhe MacMurrough, the first 
officer. “Surprised you’re not planet-side with everyone else, Captain,” she 
remarked, going over to a chair across from the desk, and sitting in it. “Any 
particular reason?” 


“There is... simply no business that concerns me down. there, 
Caoimhe,” Gem finally replied. “I’ve not celebrated Christmas since my 
mother died, during my cadet days. Between that and the war... yuletide 
spirit has always been rather thin on the ground for me.” 


“I’m sorry to hear that,” Caoimhe said softly, placing a hand on her 
captain’s shoulder. “It’s been a while for me too... a long while.” The ex- 
banshee smiled ruefully. “Still, that’s no reason to hide on the ship for a 
week. I never pegged you as a Scrooge type..” 


“Now, that’s just unfair!” Gem said sharply, but she was smiling. “I am 
neither miserly nor a curmudgeon! I wished the crew well when they made 
their departures, did I not?” 
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Caoimhe nodded. “Aye, you did... because you’re a captain and that’s 
part of your job as the ranking officer.” She smirked. 


“True enough,” Gem admitted, sipping her tea again. “I never did ask 
why you came to see me... To keep me company, I suppose?” 


Caoimhe nodded. “Take it from someone who’s spent a good few 
centuries wandering the world by herself: no one should be alone at 
Christmas.” She smiled, then reached behind her back to bring out a small, 
gift-wrapped box. “Speaking of which, I found this in your chair on the 
bridge.” 

“Curiouser and curiouser,” Gem said softly, inspecting the box. It was 
blue and decorated with a snowflake pattern, with silver glitter representing 
stars. An attached tag read ‘7o: Capt. G. Shadow. — A friend’. 


“And that’s all?” Gem asked, her brow furrowing slightly. “No other 
identifying information?” 

Caoimhe shook her head. “Not as I’ve been able to determine, Captain. 
But I’m pretty sure it’s safe — it’s not making any untoward ticking noises, 
anyway.” 

Gem laughed softly. “Really, Caoimhe, I am not that paranoid.” She 
untied the ribbon, lifted the lid, and the four sides of the box fell away to 
reveal a plush toy. It was a representation of a unicorn, made of synthetic 
grey fabric, with a brown mane and tail of the same material. Green button 
eyes adorned its face, which was set in a slight smile. It even wore clothes 
of sorts: a one-piece black jumpsuit with red shoulders. 


“What a strange gift,” Gem mused, looking the unicorn over from every 
possible angle. “I can’t say I was ever into horses as a young girl, little yet 
unicorns... and yet...” 


“It’s adorable,” Caoimhe finished. “And it is! The outfit, the button 
eyes, the rose in her mane... She’s beautiful!” 


Gem smirked a bit. “You’ve chosen a gender for it already?” 


“Well, why not?” Caoimhe said. “If you’re not going to keep it, can I 
have it?” 


“When did I say I wasn’t going to keep it?” Gem said. “I am mainly 
surprised, that’s all. It is a thoughtful gift, however unexpected.” She smiled 
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fondly at the unicorn, and patted it fondly. “She needs a name, don’t you 
think?” 


“Hope you’re not going to name it after yourself,’ Caoimhe said, 
sticking her tongue out. 


Gem laughed some more. “Certainly not! That would be conceited. 
However, given that I was named for a constellation, something in the same 
family may be logical...” Standing, Gem crossed the room to her bookshelf 
and scanned the spines, searching for just the right one. 


“Aha!” she exclaimed, pulling one off the shelf. She flipped to the 
index and ran her finger down the list of names and terms, then smiled. 
Turning to the page in question, she read out loud: “Cassiopeia was one of 
the 48 constellations listed by the 2nd-century Greek astronomer Ptolemy, 
and it remains one of the 88 modern constellations today. It is easily 
recognizable due to its distinctive "W' shape, formed by five bright stars.” 


“Cassiopeia...” Caoimhe repeated, trying the word out. “I like that. I 
think it fits.” 


“Then she is henceforth Ensign Cassiopeia Tenebrae,’ Gem said 
decisively, pinning a silver rank pip to the jumpsuit collar. “Executive 
officer in charge of yuletide celebrations.” 


Caoimhe smiled. “Yuletide celebrations, huh? Does that mean what I 
think it means?” 


Gem smiled back. “It most certainly does, Commander. Come, I believe 
Lieutenant O’Hara is visiting her family. Given what she has told me about 
them, I anticipate her own holiday could do with some brightening up.” 


From her post on a shelf, Ensign Cassiopeia watched on as Gem and 
Caoimhe left the room. 


a 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


6. 


“Ow!” yelped the prismatic plague doctor as she gave herself a brief 
electric shock, the exposed wires strewn around the floor of her timeship 
proving to be quite the safety hazard. 


“Curse Mr Thrambone and his labourers’ superior engineering 
abilities!” 

The Multi-Coloured Medic returned to her work after taking a moment 
to recover, determined to remove the frustrating restrictions Thrambone’s 
disgraced tourism company had imposed upon their customers. Her ability 
to affect the course of history had certainly improved since her tinkering 
began, but she was no technician, and she needed more dammit! Where was 
the fun in the playground of yesterday if she couldn’t interact with anyone? 


She persevered, toiling away past another couple of minor cases of 
electrocution before, finally, it looked like she might have gotten 
somewhere. 


Steps forward were an exceedingly uncommon feature in the Medic’s 
slipshod approach to the temporal sciences, her purported ‘breakthroughs’ 
invariably coming to naught. The trial-and-error nature of her experiments 
necessitated test runs with each alteration, granting her regular sojourns to a 
pre-programmed date and location in time to control for variances. The 
Medic originally selected this destination as an opportunity to meet a 
favourite historical figure of hers, but she now thought that perhaps it had 
been a blunder. The extinguishing of her burning anticipation was becoming 
oh so tiresome and all too predictable. 


The Medic patiently waited for the journey to complete, at which point 
she would find herself outside the residence of Duchess Margaret 
Cavendish, an outspoken voice in the literary sphere at a point when 
contributions by women were disparaged. The Medic was a great admirer 
of her works but that was of little consequence because that’s not how the 
sequence played out — she would step forth from the machine, and spend a 
moment to breathe in the chilly air brought on by the coming winter. She 
would proceed to enter the property by wandering under the topiary 
archway, grow closer to the door and finally reach for the door knocker. It 
was there that her visit always ended, where it had to end. A face-to-face 
encounter with Cavendish was too egregious a divergence from the 
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established way and Mr Thrambone’s algorithms seemingly judged it so no 
matter what she did, forcibly extracting her from the environment and 
returning the machine and its user to their native time. 


Exactly as the script outlined, the Medic withdrew from the craft. The 
wintry air punctuated with a light breeze was just as refreshing as she 
recalled, infused with nostalgia for the festivities on her own homeworld. 
However, as she passed through the arched hedgerow, adhering to the path 
as she always did, the Medic observed an anomaly. A leatherbound journal 
she’d never noticed was laying on the lawn. Allowing herself to stray from 
the garden path, the Medic advanced towards the tome and was flummoxed 
to find affixed to its cover... a pink post-it note? Recovering promptly from 
her daze, she read its hand-scrawled message. 


Greetings, Medic, 


Attached to this note you will find the diary of Margaret Cavendish, 
unless the notes blown away in the wind in which case try to find the book 
in the grass without looking too weird. I’m giving it to you as a present. Its 
not her real memoirs I’m afraid but yours truly has filled out the first few 
pages as if it was. On todays date you'll find reference to Cavendish’s 
encounter with an exuberant lady whose fashion sense imitated a tropical 
bird, whom she conversed with for several hours. This is you! That machine 
of yours is a very clever piece of engineering but extraordinarily 
straightforward to fool. This written testimony ensures your presence at this 
location and this time will be etched into recorded history. As I’ve used 
independent means to plant the diary your machine will (fingers crossed) 
fail to distinguish between my changes and what originally occurred, 
meaning it will only curtail your visit to this century after you've left the 
grounds following a lengthy meeting with your hero. 


Maybe someday we could meet up properly but sadly theres no time for 
that today. Busy, busy, busy! You know how it is. 


~Lady Aesculapius 


Even more dumbfounded than she had been upon initially spotting the 
anachronistic paper product, the Medic turned the note over to reveal more 
writing on the back. 


P.S. Remember to bury the diary somewhere on the grounds after you’ve 
finished. It needs to be discovered on an archeological dig in a few hundred 
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years so make certain it won t be susceptible to rot or the elements. 
PPS. And I almost forgot to say. Happy Holidays! 


The Medic stood in silence for a few seconds more, no less stunned at 
the end of them by the contents of the note she had just studied. The 
message was ludicrous, but could it be true? She knew other dimensionally- 
active time travellers existed, so she supposed it wasn’t completely out of 
the realm of possibility that one good-natured soul had become aware of her 
and sympathised with her plight. She flicked the diary open and turned to 
the last used page where, sure enough, ‘Cavendish’ had detailed contact 
with a woman matching her description. She suddenly pocketed the diary 
within her polychrome robe, realising with a start she had been an 
imposition on the well-kept lawn for longer than was appropriate. 


She returned to the path and resumed her advance towards the house 
with bated breath, the script of her many prior visits now comprehensively 
thrown out the window and subsequently obliterated in a raging fire. 


The Medic reached for the door knocker and it connected with her 
fingers. Grinning uncontrollably beneath the beaked mask, she gripped the 
knocker with her full might and banged it thrice. 


The door opened. 
ok ok 
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Ts 


The first SIGNET heard of their present was a knock at the door, the 
clang audible even in the furthest corners of the hangar they called HQ. 
Olivia was the first on the scene, confused to find the box sitting on the 
ground, its messenger nowhere to be found. 


“Wait — hasn't the postman been already?” 


Olivia didn’t let 1t concern her — maybe the human post came twice on 
Mondays. There was still much she had to learn about human culture, and 
what mattered now was Christmas. Giddy with excitement, Olivia carried 
the box into the operations room, where Charles and the others were in the 
midst of some serious discussion. 


“We have our first present!” Olivia trilled in her musical tones, 
blissfully neglecting to read the room. 

The assembled looked at her with a mixture of irritation and confusion. 
Upon seeing the present, it promptly turned into excitement. 

“Who’s it for?” asked Jae-Sun. 

“Oh,” said Olivia, the point flummoxing her. “I hadn’t thought to 
check.” 

Carefully, she turned over the glittery label protruding from the 
wrapping. 

“It says “To my dear friends at SIGNET’.” 

Charles approached, a gleeful smile glowing behind the curls of his 
beard. “Then let’s see what it is.” 

“Shouldn’t we wait until the big day?” asked Aoife. 

“Oh, no!” Charles replied with childlike pique. “No, no, no! Where’s 


the fun in that? Besides, some of us are away for the holidays; we should 
experience this together.” 


A soft murmur of agreement followed. All eyes were on Charles as he 
placed the present onto the table and untied the ribbon holding the wrapping 
together. Pushing the trimmings aside, Charles eyed the box with wide eyes. 
He lifted the lid, and was somewhat taken aback by what he found inside. 


““What’s this?” he asked. 
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Reaching a hand into the box, he removed a silver ticket, whose surface 
was shining as it reflected the rays of the ceiling lights. Charles held it aloft, 
trying to decipher the writing etched onto its surface. At first the characters 
seemed distinctly alien, until the lettering appeared to warp and shift into 
something more familiar. 


“What does it say?” asked Xana, her patience wearing thin.Charles 
cleared his throat and angled the ticket into the right light. “Zo the bearer I 
grant the sum of fifteen trillion Kallatins, redeemable on Pinalaxion XVII, 
Dawn 3721.” 


Silence permeated the room. 


“It sounds like a lot of money,” said Olivia, finally. “Are our financial 
troubles over?” 


Charles pursed his lips. “Maybe if someone knows how to get to Dawn 
3721?” he asked hopefully. 


A succession of negatives followed. 
With a sigh, Charles placed the ticket back in the box. 


“Ah well. Maybe next time.” 
a 
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8. 


Viv-Gabriel Arch’ ikarios was lying in the branches of an incredibly tall 
tree which was growing out of a bookshelf. He — for they were, at present, 
a he — was staring up at the sky, and the highest shelves, soaked lightly in 
the seas of beyond. 


He was pretty sure the seas had always been there, but didn’t remember 
them soaking the books quite like this — not until after the Plume Coteries 
had arrived... Then again, he had a remarkably poor memory, and may have 
simply been projecting his dislike of the newcomers onto something which 
either had always been there, or which would have happened anyway. 


Gabriel sighed, picking up the book he’d discarded moments prior — 
The Beauty in a Paradox; inventive at times, though he felt it rushed 
inelegantly through the plot — and flicked through the pages. Before long, 
he dropped it down again. He sighed. Somehow, he’d got bored very rarely 
throughout the literally unfathomable duration he’d been here, but he had 
the creeping suspicion — perhaps the fear — that, over the aeons, his mind 
had embedded itself into the very structure of the Library itself, so that 
when the Plume Coteries had arrived and started burning the books, it had 
degraded his own mind. Cerebral breakdown induced via_ literary 
combustion: he chuckled to himself at the thought of the diagnosis. 


The theory was all the more depressing for the fact that he had no one 
to share it with, as he had yet to befriend, even acquaint himself with any of 
the Bookkeepers, or indeed any other outsider. There was, of course, the 
Bookwyrm, but he made for fairly distressing company, and was not the 
kind of person with whom one might comfortably describe a sensitive 
medical anxiety. 


At the bottom of the tree, Gabriel heard a mighty CRASH’, and hurried 
over the side of this cluster of branches, peering over and down to see a 
small humanoid dressed in green. He stared down, concentrating in an 
effort to figure out who this person was, what they were doing here, and 
whether he ought to be running for his life. 


Before he could come to a conclusion on any one of these questions, the 
being began to climb up the tree, and Gabriel finally realised that they were 
a Christmas Elf. She’d never actually met an elf before, face-to-face, 
usually being asleep when Father Christmas made his rounds to the Library, 
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as he was certainly known to — if only, it would appear, by proxy. It must 
be later than he’d realised, he mused. 


The Elf reached the branch Gabriel was sitting on, and stood up, quite 
precariously, on the end. 


“Viv-Gabriel Arch’ ikarios?” 
“T am he, yes...” answered Gabriel, curious. 


He’d never heard of presents from Christmas needing a confirmation of 
identity, and said as much. 


“Ah, but this is no regular delivery, sir,” said the short creature. “I have 
been instructed, by a party who wishes to remain anonymous, to give you 
this parcel.” 


The Elf, whose name tag read ‘Chortle von Krampus’, handed over a 
small parcel wrapped in green and white. Gabriel took it, bemused. 


“Have a wonderful day, kind sir’ said the elf, and took a step 
backwards, falling from the tree — Gabriel, in a mild panic, again peered 
over the side, giving out a sigh of relief when he realised that the elf had 
landed on its two feet, seemingly unharmed. Looking up, Von bowed, 
tipping his hat, and left the room as promptly as he could — which was 
quite a while, the room being a few miles long, but Gabriel had the decency 
to leave him to it, turning back to address his present. 


He gazed at the parcel for a few seconds, wondering what could 
possibly be so important that someone would send him a parcel directly on 
Christmas Eve — or, as it must be by now, Christmas Day — and 
anonymously, at that. 


He slipped a finger under one segment of the wrapping paper, which 
had been moulded imperfectly, and ripped. After a modicum of struggling, 
the underlying gift revealed itself. 


It was a mug. 


Though he owned none, Gabriel felt slightly let down, but not wanting 
to ruin his own mood, he analysed all sides, including the inside. It was then 
that he noticed a small engraving: a simple name. 


Maritsa. 
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The seven letters were etched with incredible precision, considering the 
minuscule size of the inscription. And in some way Gabriel couldn’t have 
explained if he’d wanted to, the name did not seem to be that of the owner 
of the mug, whether original or intended — it seemed rather more like a 
message, an entreaty: trust this Maritsa, whoever she was. A promise that 
one could do so and not regret it. Etched next to the name was a strange, 
intricate glyph; few would have recognised it as a coded map of the Library. 
Instructions, telling him where to find Maritsa. 


By his guess, this would somehow be where she was when he found 
her, rather than right now — anyone with a stake in his future friendships 
would likely be somewhat trans-temporal. 


Gabriel didn’t know who Maritsa was; he had no reason to be certain 
that she would like him, or that he could even trust the message and its 
mysterious sender. But he could hope.. Perhaps they could work together to 
figure out what was — if anything — was happening to his brain; perhaps 
they could discover how it related to the Library. But that was almost a 
secondary concern. What he wanted was very simple. 


He climbed down from the tree, and walked, mug in hand, into the 
labyrinth of bookshelves, in search of a friend. 


* OK 3K 
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9. 


The holidays were not a time of rest for the vendors of the 
Interdimensional Black Market. Far from it — this was the shopping 
season, and the crooked alleys of the bazaar domain were absolutely jam- 
packed with customers from opening to closing-time on every day of the 
final month of the Prime-adjacent consensus Earth year. From every nook 
and cranny came shouts of limited-time deals, loud claims that potions and 
weapons and talking skulls would serve as the perfect stocking-stuffers, and 
promotional — and often very poor — renditions of varied carols, echoing 
throughout every tent and chamber. 


Her parasol held out before her like a snowplough, Wendy VII picked 
her way through the crowds, ordering all who stood before her to step aside, 
and feeling disappointed at the low number of people who actually did so. It 
wasn’t that she wanted to interrupt anyone’s unusually-dangerous holiday 
shopping, particularly, but she couldn’t help but think that a close personal 
friend of the Queen of the Black Market such as herself should have some 
level of second-hand gravitas clinging about them, at least enough to avoid 
the holiday rush. 


Finally reaching the desired entrance to the Queen’s throne-tunnels — 
and relieved to see that the ever-antagonistic Toadstool Salesmen, whose 
stall was located nearest to it, was distracted by a raging argument with 
some kind of little green gnome who was attempting to hawk mushrooms of 
his own — Wendy slipped through the hidden door, nodding awkwardly to 
the guardian wraiths as she passed. Walking quickly through the winding 
halls below — and feeling pleased that she could finally remember the 
route, after several visits — Wendy headed for the Queen’s central 
chambers. 


There was a slight spring in her step as she crossed the weathered 
stones. The Queen had actually sent for her — had had a carrier-wraith 
deliver a message to the room in which she’d been staying. To wit, at a ski- 
lodge in the 5777787th Universe, run by sapient snowmen (who felt no 
more aversion to the idea of skiing than majority-water-based hominids 
such as herself did to the idea of rafting, the insulted manager had assured 
her). 
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It wasn’t the first holiday they’d spend together, but it was the first time 
the Queen had actually invited her for Christmas. Wendy wouldn’t have 
admitted it to the Queen, but she had hoped that she would do so J/ast year, 
and had been disappointed — though unsurprised — when it hadn’t 
happened. She knew that the Queen was a busy woman, and she sometimes 
worried that she might be nothing more than a passing amusement to her — 
but she’d still hoped. 


Reaching the door to the Queen’s central chamber, Wendy knocked, and 
was greatly startled when, moments later, the door was flung open and a 
spear was thrust through to graze threateningly at the skin of her neck. After 
a tense and mutually-confusing instant, the Queen blinked, then gasped. 


“Wendy!” she exclaimed, bringing her spear back to her side. She 
blushed, looking unusually embarrassed. “Oh, damn it the Toadstool 
Salesman was supposed to send up a flare when you arrived.” 


Wendy was confused for a moment, unused to seeing the Queen caught 
so off-guard, and wondering why she should be so now. Then she glanced 
down, and understood. The Queen was clothed in what Wendy took to be 
her pyjamas — black silk garments which looked very luxurious indeed. 
Internally, Wendy reeled — she had known on some level, she supposed, 
that the Queen mustn’t always wear her trademark bone-armour, but she 
had certainly never seen her without some variant of it. And it had 
obviously been the Queen’s intention that no one ever would. 


“You look great,’ she said, meaning every word, although she 
immediately regretted bringing any attention to it at all. 


“Well, naturally,” the Queen replied with a playful smile, her usual 
confident persona reasserting itself after the shock of the moment, to 
Wendy’s relief. “Count yourself lucky, Wendy — you’re one of only two 
people to ever see me in these, and the other one’s the tailor. And dead. 
Don’t ask.” 


She retreated into her throne-room, beckoning Wendy to follow. 


“IT was going to have my wraiths clear you a path through those suckers 
outside,” she continued. “It’s a good season for the Market, but I won’t 
pretend it doesn’t make me want to start tossing curse-toadstools into the 
crowds sometimes. Speaking of which, you have got to see what the 
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Salesman’s whipped up this time. Freezes you from the inside out, but 
slowly.” 


She shrugged. 
“T’d be disturbed if I wasn’t so impressed.” 


Wendy nodded politely, wincing slightly at the thought of the horrible 
toadstool, then sat very carefully on the fashionably spiky lectus positioned 
near to the Queen’s armchair. The Queen sat across from her, then produced 
from the nearby table, with great panache, a fine crystal bottle of pure 
water. 


Pouring the contents into a tall goblet, she passed it to Wendy, who 
managed to keep a fond smile from showing on her face — feeling 
extremely touched that the Queen had remembered her essential liquid of 
choice, and also quite amused at the fact that she obviously believed it to be 
the kind of drink which one might consume in a setting like this. She took a 
sip — room temperature, naturally — and raised her glass to the Queen. 
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“Happy holidays,” she said. “Er, sorry, I’m not sure which one you 
celebrate. Or... 1f you celebrate any?” 


The Queen shrugged. 


“Oh, we had traditions back on my original world,” she said, with the 
airy forced nonchalance which Wendy had noticed she tended to assume on 
the rare occasions when she spoke of her home. “But nowadays, it doesn’t 
tend to come up.” 


She stood suddenly. 


“Which reminds me,” she continued, making her way towards an ornate 
writing desk near the back wall. “The reason I invited you here.” 


Wendy frowned, her mood dropping slightly. She had assumed — well, 
hoped — that the Queen had invited her here just because she wanted to see 
her, not for any specific reason. 


Reaching into her desk, the Queen pulled out two mysterious parcels, 
then held them up to the purplish light of the sconces which lined the 
chamber. Wendy squinted — one had a label which read ‘The Queen of the 
Black Market’, the other, “Wendy Severn”, with the ‘Severn’ scribbled out 
and replaced with a ‘VII’ in cramped lettering. The Queen tossed the latter 
to her, and she caught it, feeling at the packaging. 
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“These were here, in my throne-tunnels, when I came back from the 
daily auction yesterday,” the Queen explained, sitting back in her chair with 
the other parcel in her hands. “At first I assumed that the Fish were at it 
again, but — nah, that’s not their style. You have to hand it to them, they 
always try something new.” 


Wendy nodded vaguely, only marginally aware of who or what ‘the 
Fish’ were. 


“Don’t worry, I’ve had the wraiths scan it for potentially lethal 
substances,” the Queen continued. “If there’s one thing they’re good at — 
and it is pretty much just the one thing — it’s psychic detection. I’d have 
had it destroyed otherwise, but since it seems to be a real gift, I figured I'd 
better call you.” 


Wendy nodded again, trying to feign interest but mostly feeling deeply 
disappointed that the Queen had only called her here because she’d received 
a gift addressed to her rather than because she wanted to spend the holiday 
together — and feeling silly for assuming otherwise. 


“Right,” she said, unable to keep herself from sighing slightly as she 
did. “I guess I'll open it.” 


“That’s hardly the kind of energy I’d have assumed you’d approach the 
prospect of a present with.” the Queen noted, teasing. “I’m not one for 
lavish offerings, Wendy, but I try never to look a glifthors in the proboscis.” 


“It’s not that,’ Wendy said, shaking her head. “It’s... it’s nothing. 
Sorry.” 

She began to peel back the packaging. The Queen frowned. 

“No lying to the queen, Wendy,” she commanded, with false offence. 
She placed a hand upon her chest, playfully pretending to be insulted. 


“Really, ’m shocked. I’d have hoped I’d impressed upon you a better 
image of my simply vast perceptive powers than that.” 


Wendy bit at her lip, terribly embarrassed — but it was obvious that the 
Queen wasn’t going to drop the matter now. She sighed again. 


“It’s just — I kind’ve hoped that you’d called me here because you 
wanted to see me,” she said hurriedly. “But that’s my fault, not yours. I 
shouldn’t have — “ 
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The Queen, rising suddenly from her chair, sat beside Wendy on the 
lectus, artfully avoiding the spikes. Wendy trailed off, uncertain. 


“Wendy,” said the Queen, leaning in closely. Wendy felt her face 
growing hot. “Do you imagine that I actually care about the prompt 
delivery of a squashed-looking cardboard box?” 


“N — no,” Wendy replied, cursing herself for stumbling over her 
words. The Queen’s usual, cat-cornering-a-mouse smile had started to 
spread across her face. 


“No, you silly glozzort,” shesaid. “I do not.” 


Wendy couldn’t keep her smile from showing this time. 
ok ok 
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10. 
“Hello, who’s this?” 
“T would ask you the same question.” 
“You called. You go first.” 


“You are addressing the Once and Future King of Time. You will 
identify yourself.” 


“You’re what? Listen, I have a monster of a headache —” 

“Tell me your name!” 

“...° Tell you my’ — why does that sound — oh! Oh, terrific. It’s you.” 
“What do you... Wait. You!” 

“Me. Your voice is different.” 

“Yours isn’t. How long —?” 


“Last night, for me. To be frank, I was beginning to think I’d dreamt the 
whole thing up. Well, Melanie thought so. Understandable, finding me 
dozing in an armchair with a half-empty wine-jar lying around... I dread to 
think how she must have justified the knife. What about you, then? Still a 
god?” 


“That is a perfectly ridiculous question. What else were you expecting 
me to be? A leprechaun?” 


“You never know. I’ve heard of your kind turning into all sorts of 
things. Dragons and serpents, pillars of blazing fire... even two people at 
once. You didn’t answer my question. How long has it been for you? You 
sound old.” 


“T feel old. It’s been... Oh, I scarcely know how I would begin to 
quantify the length. A long time. A long time since I last... spoke with 
anyone.” 


“I’m sure that made quite the change from the thrumming social life 
you normally enjoy. Did you ever find your name?” 


“Oh yes. Although I, ahm, had to give it up again, for many pressing 
reasons. But I certainly remember it — for all the good it does me down 
here.” 
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“Ah good, good. Because I got to thinking, after you left — thinking of 
something an old colonel told me once, a long time ago. Something about 
how gods work. Gods, and sometimes witches.” 


“You’re no witch born, Princess. Had I sensed you to be one, I would 
have initiated you into the Inner Mysteries with or without your consent.” 


“I know. That’s not my point. It’s this... He called it the Observer 
Effect. Though I don’t think it had much to do with outdated quantum 
physics.” 

“Not... as such. Although our imaginarium did always leave peculiar 
echoes in the patterns of human thought.” 


“With a little help from a mass hypnosis machine now and again.” 


“Well, yes. But I do wish you wouldn’t dwell on it. The Sacred Wood 
Incident is now far, far down in both our pasts.” 


“Tough. I’m Northern. If we’re good at one thing, it’s grudges. No, but 
what I was thinking — you people’s ‘divine gaze’, it solidifies reality, 
doesn’t it? Or alters it. Because he told me about this mad goddess. Far 
madder than you. Auteur, he called her.” 


“Hm. ‘Her’? That’s a little out of date. I knew them — we were at 
university together, some years apart. They’re dead now. Then again, for all 
intents and purposes, so am I. What about them?” 

“Oh, nothing. But if Auteur made things real by believing her own 
lies... where does that leave you?” 

“TI suppose it was a risk, yes. But as I said, I found my name, thousands 


of years ago. I remembered myself. ...Growing the goatee helped, as a 
matter of fact.” 


“Hah! Told you.” 


“Of course, so did getting myself arrested — to talk to an old friend. 
But I found it, in the end.” 

“T believe you. But is that enough? Don’t you think — and there was 
the others’ belief, as well, after we met you. All those times we talked about 
you, remembered you, even after you — the real you — even after you’d 
stopped living the lie. What about them? What are the rules?” 


“Good grief, you don’t think —” 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


“That he might be out there, now, as his own person? Believing himself 
to be real? Believed to be real by the universe itself?” 


“Oh, dear. I do hope not.” 

“Well, stranger things have happened. Time will tell.” 

“It always does, doesn’t it? At least I won’t be there to see it.” 

“Why not? Where are you calling from, anyway?” 

“Ah. Difficult question. I’m not really anywhere, anymore. This 
dimension of shadows... More of a Hell than I ever governed, I assure you. 
It belongs to Lilith. Well, it is Lilith.” 

“Who’s Lilith?” 

“My t — oh, yes, you met her during her arboreal phase, didn’t you? 
Ah, dear me, we were so young.” 


“You’re... trapped inside your tree? How did that happen? No — wait. 
First things first. How are you calling me if you’re trapped in a shadow 
dimension?” 


“My dear Princess, I wish I knew. It’s the oddest thing. For just a 
moment, some... strange woman appeared in my geol. She waved hello, 
then she handed me a note and a box. The box contained a telephone. There 
was a string of numerals on the note; and that string was a telephone 
number; and that number was yours.” 


“Oh dear, that woman wasn’t a future version of me, was she? I quit 
time-travel for a reason. I can’t stand these things. Our time differentials are 
enough of a headache as it is.” 


“No, no. I’d never seen her before in my life. Actually, there was... a 
fragment of an instant, when I thought — but no, it wasn’t. Stupid old man. 
They’re dead, too.” 


“Who is?” 
“Ye — well — that is not important.” 


“Hoho, God of Mysteries — king or not, you’re as full of them as ever. 
And I do love a good tale. And you, if I’ve learned one thing about you — 
you like the sound of your own voice.” 


“T beg your pardon?!” 
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“Besides, it doesn’t sound like you get a lot of entertainment down in 
your Tree. What, want me to hang up? Go on, you old bastard. Tell us a 
story. Only, start at the beginning, eh?” 


“The beginning? That... may take a bit of time.” 
“Oh, I’m counting on it.” 
“A little over sixty years, in fact.” 


“...Bring it on.” 
ek ok 
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11. 


In a South London apartment, Maxie Masters and Agamya Ahktar 
warmed their numb fingers in the glow of an electric fire. Outside, flakes of 
frost crept across the window. It wasn’t usual for the city to face cold 
weather like this; transport services shut down before either of them had 
crept out of bed, leaving them to make their journey on foot. 


It was a taxing end to a difficult year: crippling budget cuts had 
delivered a decisive blow, and the stream of alien and preternatural 
incursions that followed seemed unending. Still, with the Earth in need, 
they had no choice but to continue the fight. 


Their tired eyes lit up as Tasha Williams walked into the room, carrying 
a tray of steaming hot drinks. “Two hot chocolates for my two favourite 
ladies,” she said, placing the tray down on the coffee table and handing 
each of them their respective cup. "I’ve said a lot of things about my father 
over the years,” she added, “but at least he keeps the cupboards stocked." 


"It's a shame Az couldn't join us," said Agamya, watching the brown 
liquid ripple under the force of her breath. 


“He needs the time with his dad,” said Tasha. “It’s good that they 
reforged their bond after the Korrovax invasion.” 


“Still, it won’t be the same on Christmas morning without him,” said 
Maxie. She spared a look at the pile of colourful gifts beneath the Christmas 
tree in the corner of the room. “I’ve wrapped his presents in red so that we 
don’t open any by accident.” 


Tasha slurped at her drink, wincing at the heat. She placed her cup back 
on the table. “What are everyone’s plans for the New Year? I was thinking 
of having a few drinks in The Nocturne if you’re game?” 


Maxie shuffled uncomfortably. “I’m sorry, Tasha, ve already made 
plans. I've heard talk of another Gendar on Earth, somewhere up in 
Yorkshire.” She smiled weakly. “I’ve been thinking maybe it's time I tried 
to reach out to others of my kind.” 


Tasha beamed brightly. “Maxie, that’s amazing! You should absolutely 
do that.” 
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“T’ll come, Tash,” offered Agamya, meekly. “Not for the drinks, if that’s 
alright; but I could do with some company.” 


Tasha took her hand with pride. “You are welcome anytime.” 


As the three of them continued to chat, they were blissfully unaware of 
another gift they would find beneath the tree the next morning. At first 
glance, it looked unassuming, but the gift within would change their lives 
forever. Wrapped in emerald coverings, the tag attached read: 

‘Still loved and never forgotten.’ 

ok ok 
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12. 


It didn’t quite feel like Christmas in the Cupid Homeworld, this year, 
but the members of the Blue Feather — the Crew of the Copper-Colored 
Cupids’ largely-incompetent back-up task force — were taking their best 
stab at it. 


“TI say — do you fellows think this is quite enough for young Sophie’s 
first Christmas gift?” fussed Dandy-432 from the corner of their 
headquarters in an unused quarter of the Cupid Post Office, as he laid out a 
seventy-second handsewn baby garment on the immaculately-folded tower 
atop his desk. “Babies can be ever so messy.” 


“Gee,” mused the ever-mischievous Larrikin-1029, as he staggered past 
with an enormous crate of snowballs sourced from parts unknown. “I can’t 
wait till her brains are done bein’ programmed and she knows about 
schemes. Imagine the kinds o’ japes I could pull with her as my 
accomplice!” 


“And that, my dear man,” Dandy replied, loading his handiwork into an 
elegant mahogany trunk, “Is precisely the reason you have thus far been 
forbidden to accompany me on my visits to the little darling.” 


Larrikin set the crate down upon his own, extraordinarily messy desk, 
then regarded it with pride. 


“Aw, I don’t need her anyway,” he continued. “Not when I’ve got Sneer 
hangin’ around. They magicked up all this snow for me, and later /’m gonna 
teach them about snapdragon.” 


Ally-1243, looking up from his tireless creation of holiday cards for 
every single one of the Crew’s nearly two-thousand members (and assorted 
friends), regarded the snow with a curious eye. 


““Sneer sure is good at that,” Ally said with a nod. “Are you going to 
make snowmen? Or snow angels?” 


“Count me out,” said Pessimist-242. “Actually, that won’t do. 
Physically drag me out, please.” 


“Not sure yet!” said Larrikin, patting the crate with enthusiasm. “Me 
an’ Sneer will figure somethin’ out later.” 
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“Those will have melted by then, surely?” Dandy pointed out, slowly 
beginning to drag the enormous trunk of garments towards the door. 


Larrikin’s eyes widened. 


“Aw, cripes, you’re right!” he exclaimed. “I gotta start using these 
things up!” 

Reaching into the crate, he began to toss snowballs indiscriminately at 
all present. As the others ducked away from the onslaught, the door burst 
open, and Acquaintanceship-982, the leader of the Blue Feather, burst 
through. 


“Important announcement!” he exclaimed. “We’ve got an extremely 
urgent case on our hands!” 


The others, fully aware of the fact that Acquaintanceship desperately 
wished that every one of their invariably trivial assignments was important, 
did not jump to attention, or particularly seem to be listening, other than 
Ally, who put down his pencil and politely folded his hands upon his desk. 


Walking to his own desk, Acquaintanceship emptied the contents of the 
burlap sack which he had been carrying. Seven parcels fell out. Intrigued at 
last, the others — barring Pessimist — gathered around, peering at the 
labels. There was one addressed to each of them, as well as one for 
Pessimist’s Sapient Fog Ship and another for the slipshod robotic replica 
known as the Pseudo-Pessimist, both of whom were currently away on an 
unauthorised trip to a holiday bazaar on the Prime Earth. 


“These,” said Acquaintanceship, “were just dropped off at the 
Department of Postal Services by an unknown party from beyond the 
Homeworld!” 


“How kind!” said Dandy. “Such a thoughtful gesture, this year 
especially!” 

“Gosh, yes!” said Ally. “Pll have to make another card!” 

“Let’s open ‘em!” said Larrikin, ever to-the-point on the matter of gifts. 


They reached happily for the parcels addressed to them. 
Acquaintanceship smacked their hands away. 


“Hey, what’s th’ big idea?” Larrikin asked, casting Acquaintanceship a 
suspicious look. “Ya haven’t turned into a Grinch or some sort 0’ Scronge, 
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have ya?” 
“Scrooge, Larrikin,’” Dandy corrected. 
“Whatever.” 
Acquaintanceship shook his head, gesturing again to the parcels. 


“These aren’t just any gifts!” he declared, a wild look in his eyes. “They 
are mysterious objects which someone has seen fit to deliver to us alone out 
of all the Crew! Don’t you see? This is our chance! If we can trace their 
source, we can find out who wanted us to have them, and why, and show 
the Parliament and the Scarlet Wings and the Department of Problem- 
Solving and everyone else just what we’re capable of!” 


All pondered this for a moment. 


“But, Acquaintanceship,” said Dandy. “Surely they’ve been delivered to 
us as Christmas presents, for us to open. No?” 


“Gee, what a great mystery that was!” Ally earnestly exclaimed. “Can 
we open them now?” 


“Yeah, step aside, pal,” Larrikin said, crossing his arms. “I gotta get 
back to these snowballs before I’ve got nothin’ but a crate full o’ water.” 


“No!” said Acquaintanceship. “This mystery must be explored! Begin 
the investigations!” 


The investigations began. 


Examining the parcels with a magnifying glass did not do much good, 
although Dandy did find it very fun to play-act as Sherlock Holmes, 
especially seeing as it presented him with a chance to wear his deerstalker 
cap. 

Trying to take readings with equipment borrowed from Doctor Sigma- 
063 was not a great deal of help, although this was largely because Larrikin 
attempted to hijack the operation in the hopes of putting together a 
makeshift device with which he hoped to refreeze his melting snowballs — 
halted only when Acquaintanceship reminded him of the refrigerators kept 
at the Department of Baked Goods. 


The attempt to intimidate Philatel-426 into handing over the 
Department of Postal Services’ internal list of the few extradimensional 
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addresses from which they had ever handled mail ended in defeat when 
Ally someone managed to turn the entire operation into a very pleasant tea 
party, complete with biscuits. 


When even their last-ditch effort to tempt some astounding insight out 
of Pessimist by promising him that they would not force him to wear one of 
the matching holiday sweaters which Dandy had devised did not yield any 
results, Acquaintanceship gave up. Putting his head on his desk and 
covering it with his hands, he sat very still. Dandy, Larrikin, and Ally 
gathered around him, exchanging worried glances. 

“Er — there, there, old friend,” Dandy attempted. “We’ll solve the next 
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one. 


“They’re only some boring old boxes!” said Larrikin encouragingly. “I 
bet we wouldn’t’ve even found anything interestin’ anyway! Unless, 
y know, we opened ‘em. That could be nice.” 


“Aw, you’re still the best detective in the Homeworld!” Ally said, 
patting him on the head. “They just forgot to send any clues, that’s all!” 


Acquaintanceship sighed. 


“IT know, I know,” he said. “It doesn’t really matter. It’s just... no one 
ever trusts us with anything. It’s always the same. No one... no one takes 
me at all seriously.” 


“We do!” Ally exclaimed. “You’re the best leader in the world!” 


“Quite right!” said Dandy. “No one else could possibly be so motivated 
as to continue to attempt to herd the likes of us.” 


“Yeah, you’re pretty great,” Larrikin agreed, nodding. “Even when ya 
won’t let us open our presents.” 


“More tolerable than most of the Crew,” came the voice of Pessimist 
from beneath his desk, to everyone’s surprise. “But that’s not saying much.” 


Acquaintanceship smiled, slightly. 


“Thanks,” he said. “I may wish that I was in charge of something better 
than the Blue Feather, but I could never ask for a better team, no matter 
what. ” 


He sighed, then stood. 


“Alright,” he said, “Let’s open our presents.” 
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Everybody cheered. 
ee 
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13. 


Shaggy blond hair in his eyes. Could be worse. But it took him a bit to 
convince himself it could. Christopher Rodonante Cwej-V wandered a path 
through the conjured marshlands of the Vicinity. Environmental steam 
obscured his goal: a just-before-modern couch, with crimson suede 
cushions. Upon the couch sat a woman whose ginger hair was matted from 
the humidity, a few loose strands sticking to her forehead. 


“You didn’t have to make it this hard to find you,” Chris grunted as he 
pried his foot from quicksand and joined the woman on the couch. 


“Nuh-uh! I found something!” The woman beamed goofily, scooting to 
make room for Chris’ bulky blue armour. 


“Well that doesn’t explain why you made my getting to the couch 
involve slaying a dragon, but if that’s the case... Command Prompt #1, 
remove the armour from the avatar. Command Prompt #2, get us the hell 
out of this rainforest.” 


She narrowed her eyes. “It’s a marsh.” 


“Well then, get us out of the marsh!” At this moment Chris expected the 
vision of leaves, vines, and exotic animals to evaporate into the standard 
Vicinity mist. When he noticed the hold-up, he turned to look at the one 
controlling the place. Her brow was knotted and she pouted like a kid. Oh 
shit, what did I say? ...Oh yeah. “Please, Vicky.” 


“All you had to say. No need to get snappy because of the heat.” And 
just as quick as it had appeared, with a snap of her fingers the marsh was 
gone. 


Replacing the overgrown jungle was the library of La Kraw el Sol, a 
ship Chris couldn’t seem to catch a break from visiting. His good friends, 
Larles and Kwol, owned the ship, stolen from a malevolent organisation in 
another universe. The library had the second of the windows stretching 
from the floor to the ceiling. It was the smaller of the two in the ship, but 
was still large enough to see the various clouds of undeveloped primordial 
soup La Kraw was flying through. 


Chris looked around in slight perplexion. “No, that’s not right. You can 
only escape when your cube’s broken. You’re not... dying again, are you?” 
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Vicky laughed at Chris’ worry, explaining, “This isn’t outside the 
Vicinity, you’re still in me. I just conjured the appearance of an area you’re 
most comfortable in.” She adjusted herself on the couch, snuggling up to 
Chris and lying her head on his thighs. She sighed as she looked out at the 
artificial stardust. “Pretty cool, right?” 


Vicky was the god of this domain, after all. She could arrange its 
contents however she wanted. Bonded to Chris in a universe-restructuring 
procedure, this was her function. A walking, talking romantic dynamic 
bestowed with a life of her own. 


Chris, for his part, closed his eyes and let his body relax. “Mm, yeah, I 
suppose.” His breathing slowed, and he started messing with Vicky’s long 
red hair, which garnered a response of humming. “Didn’t know you 
monitored my comfort in various places.” He chuffed dryly. 


“Old habits die hard, Chris. Don’t know if I ever told you, but the 
Superiors instructed me to look into how to make you more at home. Now 
you’re working for yourself, you’re your own boss!” 


Chris looked down at her as she stared up at him. “You make me sound 
like I’ve created an MLM.” He smiled charismatically. He knew she was 
programmed to love him. But for now he wanted to keep the delusion 
intact. He had found his person. Found... “You say you found something?” 


“Oh yeah! Someone put something in front of your cryo-pod in the real 
La Kraw. Wakey-wakey! Ill be with you when you’re up.” Vicky sat up 
from her cuddle, saluting Chris as he got back into the body his friends kept 
for him. 


The utopian world of V-Time faded, and he found himself in a recurring 
other-world. One with physical matter — one where people could die. One 
where he often died himself. He was in his sleep chamber, a stasis tube 
about twice as tall as himself (in case he ever needed to bring in a Magnus). 
He punched in his “open sesame” number, and with a pressurised pop, the 
glass tube opened up. 


Connecting the pod to the cabin were some bootleg Cwejforms — 
failed bodies put to better use, holding his static body up above the ground. 
Ease of access to step down once awake. Since they never developed 
consciousness, they were mostly seen by Cweyjkind as lab-grown putty. Not 
like the concept was alien. They all had animeat on 30th century Earth. 
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He craned his neck to look around the small room, and he saw, lying in 
a pile of flesh and sinew that covered the walls and floor of the cabin, two 
presents encased in Christmas wrapping paper. One was noticeably larger 
than the other, at least ten times as big. 


“Vicky, are you seeing this?” 
She answered telepathically from inside the V-chip. 


“Yeah — I didn’t get to see the face of the person who left them though. 
Too dark. You should really invest in better lighting!” 


Chris climbed out of the cryo-pod, stretching his arms and back. As he 
strained, he spoke. “Maybe so, maybe so. Do a scan for weapons, if you 
could.” 


“Absolutely not,” Vicky said in a stern voice. It reminded him of his 
mother. Making a Freud joke here would be too obvious. 


“How come?” 
“It would ruin the surprise!! Haven’t you celebrated Christmas before?” 


“Of course, but not after a person sneaks into my room covered in 
muscle tissue, on a spaceship going around aimlessly! What’s inside could 
be dangerous! Is this how you celebrate Christmas, Vicky?” 


“... The presents won’t open themselves, Chris. C’mon, just a peak!” 


“Alright, simmer down. [ll look at the...” He gasped as he closed in on 
the presents, and read their tags. 


“Well that’s unusual. Only your friends know I exist, so how could a 
mysterious stranger write that the one on the left is for me?” 


Cwej’s mind was doing somersaults. He was thinking a million miles an 
hour. One present for him, one for Vicky. Both wrapped, both in nice boxes 
with bows on the top. 


Chris spoke up after some rumination. “I don’t know what to do, should 
we call for the knuckleheads we live with and see if they have anything to 
do with this?” 


“This isn’t their style Chris, they always want to be the centre of 
attention. Keeping the lights off to obscure their face is not a thing your 
friends would do for a prank.” 


** EEE abOQOK converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


Chris blinked for the first time in what seemed like ages, his eyes wide 
with surprise. He bit his lip in puzzlement. “One peak?” 


“One peak.” 


Chris crouched down to the level of the boxes, and lifted Vicky’s lid 
first. He broke out into a smile of magnificent proportions. “I don’t believe 
it. Un-cruking-believable.” 


Inside the box, under haphazardly spread pink tissue paper, was a bottle 
of discount PC coolant. 


Vicky was aghast. “Why, the ruddy nerve. The nerve!!!” 


Chris was holding back a full guffaw. “They have to be aware we have 
no use for this. You’re a computer built by the Gods of the Fourth 
Dimension. How...” 


“They’re calling me a hothead! ME! The gall. When I get my hands on 
them, when they show their face, I will —” 


“Do nothing. Because you’re in my head and it takes a massive amount 
of energy and emotion to get you to appear physically. Then you really will 
need coolant.” 


“This is completely unfair, Chris, and you know it.” 


“How can it be unfair? We haven’t seen my gift yet, it’s probably just as 
bereft of thought and care as yours. Both gifts being awful seems pretty fair 
to me.” 


“Grrr, fine! Open your incredible gift, see if I care.” 


Chris’ present did not have a lid, but was fully wrapped nonetheless. He 
ripped the paper off in a swiping motion, and came face to face with 
something very thoughtful indeed. 


The gift was a hardcover book, about the size of a coffee table or small 
bookshelf. Gold-rimmed pages adorned the magnificent sight. In embossed 
lettering were words that just by their appearance filled Chris (and by proxy 
Vicky, though she would never admit it) with a euphoric high. “The 
Uninterrupted History of Spacecraft and Large Scale Travel Mechanisms”, 
written by one J. Sunblot T. K. N. 


“My Goddess... Alright, you have every right to be upset now Vicky.” 
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“Damn this gift-giver to Hell and back!” Her voice was laced with 
hyperbole, so Chris knew not to be too worried, but she did genuinely seem 
to be unhappy with the results of this surprise Secret Santa. 


Cwe] flipped through all the pages individually, scanning the contents 
of them into his database to read while in the Vicinity. Speaking of which, 
as soon as he had finished the glossary, he shakily climbed back into his 
pod, shaky on account of his leg falling asleep from crouching down for an 
extended period of time. 


Climbing up and lying back into his pod, closing the hatch with a hiss 
of hydraulics, Chris entered into darkness, and then into his Eden of the 
Vicinity. He was still sitting on the comfortable couch, Vicky still lying her 
head on his lap. A warm fireplace had been added to his left while he was 
outside the Vicinity. It felt nice. 


“T was wondering when you would come back and not focus on that 
silly book of yours,” she grumbled, looking out into the generated shooting 
stars and spiral galaxies. 


“Oh come on, Vicky! You know I love mechanical tinkering, I did it all 
the time with the — the, ahem, Defector.” He waved his hand in the air, 
conjuring the floating .PNGs of the pages. Reading them as he talked, 
Vicky still seemed unsatisfied. 


“Your secret admirer seems to know your interests too, maybe they’ ll 
know some information you ought to! Like how to fix the Uprising, or 
something along those lines. We should go find them!” 


Chris was reading through the foreword of his book as he spoke. “Oh 
but Vicky, isn’t this what Christmas is all about? Cozying up to each other, 
reading a good book. Just spending the day in. It’s so nice to not be tracked 
down by homicidal killers, or maniacal dictators. Just looking at the stars, 
with you. I couldn’t ask for a better holiday celebration.” 


Vicky knew he had made up his mind, and so she conceded. But this 
was not the outcome she had expected. She put him through a grand 
adventure to get to sit with her, she kept trying to get Chris to go on this 
man-hunt even though... 


Even though Vicky could see exactly who the Secret Santa was. The 
lights weren’t too dim, she could make out the person’s face clearly. 
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Oh, but Chris had just been so stressed, so blue! He needed to have 
some big mystery to solve, to keep him occupied as he learned to love the 
man he had become. Even if she were lying by omission, she was doing it 
for the best of intentions, surely? 


And yet, he seemed far more happy than he had been in many years, 
receiving the book from the one bearing gifts. He seemed happy sitting 
here, reading about spaceships and thrusters and things, and he seemed 
happy... Well, he seemed happy with Vicky. And that was good enough for 
her. She didn’t need to send him on a wild goose chase to find someone he 
already knew. 


She yawned as she continued to stare sideways at outer time. Chris was 
preoccupied with his book, and she realised just how utterly correct Chris 
was. This was the perfect way to spend the holidays. 


Until next year. Next year she’d get him to go on an adventure. But for 
now... 


A silent night. 
ok ok 
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14. 


It was a quiet day in the Hundred Acre Wood. The trees were rustling 
gently, the birds were singing sweetly, and Winnie the Pooh was humming a 
little hum to himself as he walked along the path to his good friend Piglet’s 
house. It went something like this: 


Tra la la, 
Tra la la, 
Tra la la, 
Tra la la, 
Rum tum tiddle — 


Winnie the Pooh broke off as he realised that he had done that one 
before, and it was an Old Hum, and so he stopped because he preferred new 
ones. Just then, down swooped Owl, who was looking Very Important. 
Pooh felt a bit worried, as, when Owl was feeling Very Important, he tended 
to use lots of long words, and as Pooh was a bear of very little brain indeed 
he preferred it when Owl wouldn’t. 


“Why, hallo, Owl,” said Pooh. 

“Hallo, Pooh,” said Owl, “I say, have you heard the news?” 
“News?” asked Pooh. 

“News!” proclaimed Owl. 

“What about news?” asked Pooh Bear. 

“Have you heard it?” asked Owl impatiently. “Er, them?” 


Pooh listened very intently, but heard nothing but the aforementioned 
rustling of the trees and singing of the birds, as well as Owl’s breathing in 
his ear. 


“What are you listening to?” he whispered loudly. 

Pooh jumped. 

“T thought you knew,” he said. 

“Why would I know what you’re listening to?” asked Owl. 


Pooh opened his mouth to explain, but Owl interrupted. 
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“Anyhow,” he said, and fluffed out his chest in an important fashion, to 
show just how important the news which he was about to impart was, “A 
circumstance of great import has descended upon us!” 


Pooh covered his head, and looked around carefully, but no 
cirumstunces from the land of Great Import could be seen coming down 
from the sky. 


“Well I don’t see any,” he said. 

“That’s because,” said Owl, and he said because in such a very Pointed 
sort of a fashion that Pooh thought it a very certain because indeed, “It is 
not here, but by Kanga’s house. You must come and see immediately. Fetch 
Piglet, and meet me and Christopher Robin in half-an-hour in the sandy 
pit.” 

Piglet was very nervous about these mysterious “cirumstunces”’, but 
came along nevertheless, as he thought that if these cirumstunces from the 
land of Great Import were to be in any way dangerous, then Christopher 
Robin would know what to do. 

Everybody was gathered in the sandy pit where Roo played, around 
something which Pooh and Piglet could only assume to be a fallen 
cirumstunce. It resembled a sort of box, or, Pooh tentatively suggested, a 
sort of present. 

“Perhaps that's what they want you to think,” said Piglet, “To lure us in. 
Then they pounce.” 


“Like a tiger?” asked Pooh. 
“Bigger!” said Piglet. “A great big giant present, pouncing on us!” 


Pooh thought a little, thoughtfully. He did not much like the idea of a 
giant present pouncing on him, and said as much. 


“T don't much like the idea of a giant present pouncing on me,” said 
Pooh. 


“Hmm? What's that?” asked Rabbit, who had just overheard them. 


“Why,” said Pooh, “Piglet was just saying that we must be very careful 
of the present, as it's just about to pounce on us.” 


“Pounce on us?” repeated Rabbit, “Oh dear. We can't be having that.” 
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Rabbit, Piglet and Pooh turned around, and saw that Christopher Robin, 
Owl, Kanga, Roo, a feline whose name could not be spoken just yet, and all 
of Rabbit’s friends and relations were just about to open the ersatz present. 
Piglet knew that he had to be brave, and that he had to act fast. Turning 
quickly, he dived and seized the cirumstunce, pushing it well out of the way 
of any harm. Rabbit and Pooh eyed it with bated breath, waiting for it to 
retaliate on little Piglet. Piglet screwed up his face, and prepared himself for 
the inevitable pounce. 


“T say!” exclaimed Owl. 


Rabbit, Piglet and Pooh waited. And waited. And waited. The others sat 
around looking slightly confused. Nothing happened. 


After some time had passed, Pooh finally broke the silence. “That was 
awfully brave of you, Piglet,” he said. 


Piglet, looking rather surprised, said, yes, he supposed it was. 


Christopher Robin laughed. “Whyever would you say that, Pooh?” he 
asked. 


“Well, that cirumstunce was about to pounce on you all, and Piglet was 
very brave indeed and went and saved you.” 


“But Pooh!” said Christopher Robin, “That's just an ordin’ry present. 
It's Christmas!” 


Pooh inspected it closely and saw that indeed it was, and felt very 
foolish indeed. “Oh yes,” he said, “So it is. Merry Christmas.” 


“Silly old bear,” said Christopher Robin, but very quietly so Pooh didn't 
hear, then they all gathered round the present, and everybody congratulated 
Piglet on how brave he was, and they unwrapped the box... 


Inside was the most wonderful array of things. There were several very 
complicated books for Owl, which promised to tell the exciting adventures 
of Biff, Chip and Kipper, and a nice new apron for Rabbit, and a dress for 
Kanga, and a bouncy thing so that Roo could bounce with the feline, and 
for the feline there was a stretchy thing that could be stretched any which 
way into all sorts of interesting contortions, and haycorns for Piglet, and a 
whole jar of honey for Pooh, and for poor old Eeyore, who had turned up 
late, there was a bright shiny red umbrella that he could hold over his head 
when it rained. 
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“But Christopher Robin!” exclaimed Piglet, “There's nothing there for 
you!” 


“That's all right,” said Christopher Robin, “I don't mind, really.” 


But Winnie the Pooh could see that he did mind, really, and was looking 
into the very bottom of the box, where, hidden underneath some brown 
paper, was a box of assorted writing equipment, with lovely pens and paper 
that you could write with, and pencils, and a sharpener, all for lovely old 
Christopher Robin. Christopher Robin was very happy indeed about this, 
and his face lit up brightly, and a wide grin adorned it. 


“Well,” said Rabbit, “The question now really is: who sent us these 
things?” 
ee 
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15. 


December was drawing to a close — and something was coming to an 
end. 


Years had not meant much to Horatio Ernest Topper, the Mad Hatter of 
New Orleans, since his death by decapitation, well over a hundred and fifty 
years prior. Time left no mark on a ghost save that which he permitted; and 
Horatio had been o/d even when he died, a proud relic of an older age. He 
grumbled and crotcheted with the best of them, though he had never 
doddered. 


But oh, he would remember these three years well. They had crawled 
along at a pace which made his fifty-year exile of yore seem like a blink; 
for he had spent those years travelling as he saw fit within his own Prime- 
adjacent universe, and furthermore, the masters of the house had not been 
so cruel as to deny him all communication with his friends among the 
denizens. His three-year odyssey through the Multiverse had been another 
matter entirely. Without warning and without recourse, he had been snagged 
from his native reality and dumped in another — then buffeted to and fro, 
stumbling from one reality to the next, with no means of even contacting 
his wife, let alone returning to their common place of haunting. 


It had not been all bad. The time spent running from the 
Interdimensional Copyright Office had been bad, to be sure, but like all 
great journeys, it had brought him a new understanding of reality and his 
place within it, not to mention presented him with sights more wonderful 
than he’d ever dreamed, even as a seasoned travellers of occult locales 
within his own dimension. 


Still, enough was enough. 


Today... was not the day he returned home. But a mysterious package 
had been left for him to find, by some mortal sorceress he’d never met; a 
Christmas present. He had expected it to contain a hat — but the hatbox had 
turned out to be filled with bubble wrap, and, within that bubble wrap, to 
conceal a small, ornate mirror. 


He had known, even before he activated it, what it was; known what it 
would do. It was instinct, a certain sense of destiny, more than actual 
magical expertise. 
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Communication. 


He knew at once, in his long-dead heart, that his ghostly bride, his 
White Lady, had been gifted the twin of this wondrous artefact. With 
feverish excitement that almost made him feel alive again, he reached out 
with a skeletal finger and tapped the smooth, dark glass, letting a spark of 
ectoplasmic power transfer itself from his soul into its murky depths. 


As expected, it sparked to life, glowing with power; it was mere 
moments before he saw the shadowy face, the glowing eyes, the long white 
hair of the woman he had taken to wed, so very long ago; the woman with 
whom he had not been parted for a century and a half, until a witch’s stray 
summons had yanked him from her side. 


Through cracked lips, he whispered her name, crying tears of 
ectoplasm; she wailed his in a heart-wrenching banshee cry. 


It is not for us to know what they said — save that before the night was 
done, both looked up at the stars, somehow knowing that their benefactor 
belonged to their twinkling depths, and shouted out their unheard thanks. 


KK OK 
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16. 


Mae had chosen to take the pair’s new friend — Gabriel — out on an 
adventure, which meant that Lotto, for once, could relax on his own. Of 
course, those selfsame circumstances made it extraordinarily difficult for 
him to relax; Mae wasn’t there to keep him company, and their cottage had 
been specifically chosen to sit on an empty planet for privacy. 
Consequently, Lotto found himself bored within a matter of seconds. 


Therefore, the biggest challenge Lotto faced was keeping himself 
occupied. The cottage was well-stocked with books that Lotto had 
personally collected, and then perused with unfailing adoration — but he’d 
managed to read all of them long ago, and he hadn’t acquired anything new 
in yonks. He’d been putting it off with his characteristic whimsy, but now it 
troubled him — his go-to relaxation method was gone; and his rabbit- 
shaped self-restraint was busy off on her adventure with Gabriel (he’d 
failed to pay attention to where Mae said they were going, but he could only 
imagine the pair were running for their lives as per the usual). That 
unfortunately meant that he was practically tearing apart the cottage. 


The grass outside of the cottage had been cut down almost to the very 
dirt, the walls of the house had been repainted to different shades of red and 
blue, the carpet had been torn up and replaced with a purple one and he’d 
made the effort to reorganise his bookshelf by colour order. After Lotto had 
finished with this, he’d moved the furniture around in the living room 
before deciding it all looked better where it was before and swiftly putting it 
all back. 


And still, Lotto found himself bored. 


He gave a loud sigh, regretting that he hadn’t asked to join Mae and 
Gabriel on their adventure. He enjoyed travelling as a trio. Gabriel would 
pick a fascinating new location, Lotto would get them into exciting trouble 
and Mae would be the one to get them swiftly out of it. Nothing could last 
forever, but he was enjoying every second. All of this made Lotto regret 
even more that he’d not joined in; out of options, he flopped down on the 
floor, and began making ephemeral angel shapes in the nonexistent dust 
atop of the carpet. 


Lotto had lost track of time before he heard an alien sound, a noise he’d 
never heard while living in this cottage. A knock at the door. A single loud 
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knock. 


With a sudden call to mystery, he shot up on the floor with a wide 
smile. Someone else was here, how exciting! He ran over to the doorway 
and swiftly opened up the door, what would he see? He pictured a hideous 
monster, or an astronaut in terrible danger! 


And yet nobody stood behind the door. Lotto’s fingers dug into the 
wood of his door-frame. That desire for excitement was burning in him so 
much that his rational thoughts had left him, already trying to figure out 
how a ghost had managed to somehow knock on his door. When he looked 
around at last, he finally saw what had been left behind — a small red 
parcel, wrapped up with a bright green bow. 


Lotto hummed, picking up the package and moving himself over to his 
favourite chair again. He looked around the package, trying to see if there 
was a letter. There wasn’t a proper one, but there was writing on the bottom 
of the letter — MERRY CHRISTMAS, FROM A. 


“’From A’? That’s not much of a tell!” he said with disappointment, 
placing the package down in his lap. He didn’t worry much longer though, 
as it seemed to be a gift. He took the green bow and undid it, opening up the 
package slowly and carefully so as to not damage what was inside. To many 
people, the present inside wouldn’t have been too marvellous, but Lotto 
found himself absolutely enraptured by the contents. 


He pulled the book out from between the wrapping and read the cover 
with a smile, running his fingers across the visage of the Viking that was 
embossed onto the front. “4 Guide to Norse Mythology,’ he hummed, 
looking over the contents. His mind was already cast back to his first 
meeting with Gabriel, how the trio had finished their night alongside the 
company of Valhalla. Lotto remembered how much better his leg felt, how 
much fun Mae had with her little bar brawl and how Gabriel had yelped 
when she was offered to join them. His memory went back even further, to 
things long buried. He could remember his childhood, almost 
unrecognisable to him now. Lotto would sit underneath the covers with the 
book in his lap, a torch keeping it lit up while he read these stories that he’d 
always thought were impossible. 


“Not impossible,” he mused to himself as his hand rested on the cover, 
“just a touch unlikely.” Lotto smiled as an idea comfortably slotted into his 
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head for how to spend the day. He suddenly had no issue waiting for Mae 
and Gabriel. 


He rummaged through a drawer in his cottage and found a torch. It was 
time to reconnect with the past. 


a 
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17. 


Jhe Sang Mi rubbed her eyes, and sat up in bed. Her phone said it was 
midnight, but she could hear sounds from the living room. 


“Santa?” five-year-old Sang Mi asked herself, and climbed down from 
her spot on top of the bunk bed, her footie pyjamas giving her feet a little 
plop sound as she touched the floor. She immediately began shaking her 
twin brother in the bottom bunk. “Sang Eun! Sang Eun! Santa Keulloseu is 
here!” 


4 


He sat up, and rubbed his own eyes. “...It’s not morning, we’re not 
supposed to look. Min Jun said Santa wouldn’t give us any presents if we 
looked.” 


“That’ll only happen if he sees us! And since he has to do Earth, 
Gongen, Titan, and space and stuff, the Reindeer have to be really tired, so 
he’s probably distracted!” 


Sang Eun thought about this, and decided this was flawless logic. 
“Okay, but we have to be very sneaky.” 


“How can we be sneaky?” 
“Well, we have to crouch like they do in video games.” 


She nodded; this, too, was flawless logic. Lots of flawless logic flowing 
around tonight. Quietly, they crouched, and moved towards the door to their 
room, and then had to un-crouch to actually open the door, but promptly 
continued with their sneaky progress. There was light in the living room, 
and jingles. Plus... clomping. They peeked their heads around the corner, 
and saw... Santa! And a helper! And a... reindeer? 


“You’re not supposed to bring the reindeer into the apartment,” said the 
white-haired EIf. 


“Well they don’t have a chimney, so I couldn’t really park it on the roof, 
now could I?” 


“You didn’t have to park it anywhere! You didn’t have to bring the 
deer!” the Elf complained, pulling on the reins of the reindeer to prevent it 
from trying to take a bite out of a cushion. 


“TI knew they were real!” Sang Eun said. “Jae Hyun didn’t know what 
he was talking about. He tried telling me the parents brought the presents.” 
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“He’s always... silly,” Sang Mi yawned, and leaned onto her brother’s 
shoulder. He chuckled at her dozing off — he was only yawning to keep 
himself awake, he thought, as the two cuddled up and drifted off to 
dreamland. 

ok OK 


Santa looked down at the twins. “Oh no, I got the years wrong — 
unless they got younger?” 

The Elf sighed. “You got the year wrong. Again.” 

Santa pouted. “If I kiss you, will you forgive me?” 


Sighing deeper, the Elf accepted the kiss, and picked up one of the 
twins as Santa picked the other up. “Let’s get them tucked in, they’ve got a 
big day ahead of them.” 


*k OK ok 
Kwang Sun sighed as he pulled a sweater on. His wife, Hei-Ran, rubbed 
his shoulders. “Its okay. We managed to get the kids something.” 


“Nothing they wanted. I pulled extra shifts, and it still wasn’t enough.” 
He covered his face. 


“You did more than anyone could have asked you. Now come on, let’s 
enjoy the morning.” 
“T just worry about seeing their disappointed faces.” 


She kissed him, and held his hand, and together they opened their doors 
and... their jaws dropped. The living room was filled with presents! The 
kids rushed in, and even the serious Min Jun was jumping up and down 
with excitement. With parental okay, all began tearing open their presents, 
though the grown-ups got close to make sure these mystery presents were 
fine... 


“I got a brand new computer!” Sang Mi exclaimed. “I can learn 
coding!” 


Hei-Ran smiled, kind of weird she was into that at her age but whatever. 
“T got anew computer too!” Sang Eun said. 


“T got a new bike!” Min Jun exclaimed. 
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“And I got...” Sang Mi squinted. “...a college test-prep kit for high 
schoolers?” 


“Me too?” Sang Eun said. 


“Well, I see Santa Keulloseu has been... very busy this year?” Hei-Ran 
said. 


“This is the best Christmas ever!” Sang Eun said. 
“Absolutely!” his sister agreed. 

“Indeed it is,” Min Jun concurred. 

Kwang Sun smiled at his wife. “Did you...?” 
She shook her head. “How?” 

“T guess... it’s a Christmas miracle?” 


“You know what? That’s flawless logic,” Hei-Ran replied. “Let's go 
with that." 


Kk 3K 
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18. 


Snow softly fell over the darkened island. Homely lights lit up the 
windows in the houses, glowing warm and gentle in the dark soupy night. 


I, Mrs Furball, Mrs Supergranny, and Aquanafrahudy walked along the 
road, admiring the soft lights, and the snow. Pip, the dog, raced about in 
circles, excitedly examining every snowflake that swirled and whirled their 
way to the ground. 


“So this is winter,’ said Aquanafrahudy, “For so many years I 
wondered, and now this is it.” 


“Well,” remarked Mrs Furball, “A vignette in an anthology. This is 
different.” 


“Aren’t you going to comment on the fact that it’s snowing, and that 
we’re here, and it’s all over?” I asked, “Look at all the lights!” 


‘“Hmmph!” Mrs Furball harrumphed in her typical sniffy way. “AII very 
well if you like that sort of thing, I suppose. Now, who’s for some tea?” 


“Sounds lovely,” I said. 
Just then, along came the Evil Narrators, and tried to kidnap me. 
I hit them with my shoe. 


“Too early,” I said, “You’re not supposed to do that until the next book. 
(Coming soon to a thing near you!)” 


“Oh, sorry,” they said, and went off. 
We continued on our way along the path. 


“Hadn’t we better explain the premise of the series?” asked Mrs 
Furball. 


“This isn’t an advertisement, you know,” I said, “It’s part of a larger 
story. (Incidentally, everybody should go read our stories, they’re very 
good.)” 


“Don’t I get a role in this story?” asked Aquanafrahudy. 


“Yes,” I said, “you’re standing over to the side, while Mrs Furball and I 
bicker and get in the way of the functionality of the story, and, for that 
matter, Arcbeatle Press’s winter anthology, The Book of the Snowstorm.” 
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“Ooh, it’s got a publisher,” said Mrs Furball, “Very fancy.” 


“Yes,” I said, “and lots of people will be reading it, which is why we 
need to get across how awesome our own series 1s, so that everybody who 
reads this will go read that.” 


“Have you even introduced anybody yet?” asked Mrs Furball. 


“No,” I said, “I just assumed that everybody would know who we 
were.” 


“Well that was silly of you,” said Mrs Furball. “No one will have the 
foggiest idea what’s going on.” 


“Well,” I said, “They know it’s Christmas, and that two —” 
“Three!” interjected Aquanafrahudy. 


(T4 


— three people and a dog are walking along a road having a 
metafictional conversation.” 


“But they don’t know who we are,” said Mrs Furball. 


“Good point,” I said, and to the readers I published the following 
address, “Hallo, faithful readers, and you must be very faithful indeed if 
you read through all of that. Now, you must be very sure to go and read the 
entirety of the Magic Island series, which is from where we hail, and then 
you might have the foggiest idea who we are, and what’s going on.” 


“Just one problem, First Narrator dear,” said Mrs Furball, “it hasn’t 
been published on the planet Earth yet. And this is an Earth anthology, after 
all. It’s been published on Venus, and Quytjible V, from Betelgeuse Twelve 
to the very farthest edge of the Xargonian Empire, but never, ever on 
Earth.” 


“These Earth-creatures must be most uncultured,” I said, and for the 
benefit of the readers I added, “No offence.” 


“Oh dear,” said Mrs Furball, “We’ve really mucked this up, haven’t 
we?” 


“T rather think we have,” I said,.““We must go and consult Wise Tortoise 
for advice.” 


Wise Tortoise was very old, and very wise, and lived at the very top of a 
tall, tall, mountain. It was a perilous and treacherous trek, and after many 
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hours of travel we finally reached the top, and knocked on the door of Wise 
Tortoise, to ask for his venerable advice. 


I surveyed the land from the tip of the peak which I had conquered. 
Never in all my life had I felt such a great sense of achievement as I did 
then. My life felt like it finally had a purpose, like this was what I was 
always destined to do. Perhaps I would become a great mountaineer, and 
they would speak of my name in the ledgers of history among other 
mountaineers such as Edmund Hillary and... well, Edmund Hillary! Nay, I 
would be the greatest mountaineer in history! I would traverse the highest 
mountains in the galaxy with the ease of a goat, yes! They would call me, 
the First Narrator, ‘the Great Mountaineer’, and invite me to important 
functions where I would get to meet important sorts of people like — like 
— like Sue Barker! Yes! That is what I would do. 


Mrs Furball jumped up to the top of the small mound, atop which I was 
perched, with great ease. 


“Have you rung the doorbell yet?” she asked. 

“Yes,” I said, “just waiting for an answer.” 

We waited, and waited, and waited, until we were all waited out. 
“Why are you standing on one leg?” asked Mrs Furball. 
“T threw my shoe at the Evil Narrators,” I said. 

Just then, the door opened. It was Wise Tortoise. 

“Go away,” he said. 

Just then, the door shut. It was Wise Tortoise. 

“That wasn’t very nice,” said Mrs Furball. 

“Can I say something?” asked Aquanafrahudy, hopefully. 
“No, be quiet,” I said. 

“Well,” said Mrs Furball, “What do we do now?” 

“Let’s have a cup of tea,” I said. 

So we did. 

“Well,” said Mrs Furball, “What do we do now?” 

“We could always drink it,” I suggested. 
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“What a good idea!” said Mrs Furball. 
So we did. 


“Oh dear!” I said, “Whatever are we going to do? I’ve completely 
mucked up this vignette!” 


“Well,” began Mrs Furball, ““There’s nothing for it! We’ll have to go see 
Mrs Supergranny!” 


“Why do you keep saying ‘well’?” I asked. 

“Because we’re stuck in one,” said Mrs Furball. 

“Can I say something now?” asked Aquanafrahudy. 

“No,” I said once more. “Be quiet.” 

“How are we going to get out of this well?” asked Mrs Furball. 
“By not getting ill,” I said. 

“Good idea,” said Mrs Furball. 


We tried to not get ill, but weren’t very good at it, and soon had come 
down with terrible colds, and we were sneezing and wheezing all over the 
place. 


“We really need to get to the crux of this vignette,” I said, ilt’s already 
got a thousand words, and we’re not even at the bit where we get a present 
yet!” 


“Ooh, we get a present?” asked Mrs Furball. 

““Shush!”’ I said. 

“Why?” asked Mrs Furball. 

“Because there’s a great big dragon there,” I said. 

“Why?” asked Mrs Furball. 

“T fell down the well, too,” said the dragon, whose name was Kelvin. 
“Oh, hallo, Kelvin,” said Mrs Furball, “How are you?” 


“Very nice thanks, except for being stuck at the bottom of a well,” said 
Kelvin. 


“Can I say something now, please?” asked Aquanafrahudy, “Pretty 
please?” 
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“Oh, okay, then,” I said, “But be quick!” 


“We could climb up out using this handy ladder that’s stuck to the 
wall,” said Aquanafrahudy. 


“Oh, what a good idea!” said Mrs Furball, “Glad I thought of it.” 
“But —” began Aquanafrahudy. 

“No, be quiet,” said Mrs Furball. 

“That’s my line!” I complained. 

“So are we going to get out of this hole or not?” asked Kelvin. 
“Oh, probably,” said Mrs Furball. 

“Shall we get out of it, then?” asked Kelvin. 


“Yes, okay,” said Mrs Furball, and so we all climbed out of the hole and 
went to Mrs Supergranny’s house. 


Mrs Supergranny was very old, and very wise, a bit like Wise Tortoise 
but less grumpy, and more prone to having exciting adventures in all of 
time and space. She lived in a house full to the brim with all sorts of strange 
instruments and worthless old junk, and had shown up earlier in the 
anthology, albeit under the name Mrs Crumbshot — as that happened to be 
the name she was going by at the time. 


“Oh, hallo, dearies,” said Mrs Supergranny, “Do come in and have a 
nice cup of tea.” 


“Thank you,” I said. 
We all came in and had a nice cup of tea. It was a very nice cup of tea. 


“So, dearie,” said Mrs Supergranny, “What was it that you wanted to 
talk to me about?” 


“Well,” I said, “We’ve got this vignette in this anthology, you see, it’s 
called The Book of the Snowstorm —” 


“Oh, I was in that,” said Mrs Supergranny. 


“T already said that,” I said. “Now, anyway, we’ve rather messed it up, 
and were hoping that you could fix it.” 


Mrs Supergranny read the last few pages, and gave a low whistle. 


“You rather have,” she said. 
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“What do I do with this?” I asked. 
“What?” asked Mrs Supergranny. 
“The low whistle you gave me, of course,” I said. 


“Put it on the floor over there, dear,’ said Mrs Supergranny, “Now, I 
can certainly fix it, er, hopefully, but I'll need the narrating.” 


“Okay, then,” I said, and gave it to her. 
*k OK ok 


Now, then, dearies, if you’re all sitting comfortably, then Ill begin. 
Once upon a time, there was a universe, which some called the Third 
Universe and others called Registered Universe 22305678412, but they 
were all wrong and it was actually called Gerald, but that’s a story for 
another time, now, isn’t it, dearies? Now, in this universe, there happened to 
be a planet, and it was called Imaginary World, because they let the 
philosophers name it, which was a bit of a silly thing to do, because you 
know what philosophers are like... Now, where was I? Oh, yes, this planet 
was a very nice planet, full of all sorts of very nice places, such as an island, 
which just so happened to be called the Magic Island, and that was because 
it was very magic indeed. On this Magic Island, there lived a narrator by the 
name of Ymetry Absinthe Wonglebongle Dooda Dodo Qualactin 
Rumplestiltskin Borridongdong Smeghead II, First Narrator of the Magic 
Islandean League of Narrating — and also a cat by the name of Iodine 
Furball. 


Here Mrs Furball found it prudent to interrupt. 


“I’m most certainly not a cat!” she interrupted, “I am a Furball, and 
proud of it, too!” 


“Well, dear,” I said, “we don’t have time for that now, we’ve already 
nearly gone over the word limit, so the readers — if there are any left — 
will have to wait to find out what a Furball is, apart from a funny furry 
thing that cats cough up. Now, shall I continue?” 


Nobody said anything to indicate that I shouldn’t, so I did. 


There was also Aquanafrahudy, who was Welsh and liked dogs, and as 
he’s not really pertinent to the plot at all today, we shall just carry on. One 
Christmas, they were all in a vignette for this bonus short story at the end of 
an anthology published by Arcbeatle Press, and this anthology was called 
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The Book of the Snowstorm. Everybody was very excited indeed to be in a 
proper sort of a book, and were overeager to make sure that they appeased 
all of the various readers that would be reading it. Eventually, they realised 
the error of their ways, and that they had completely mucked up the 
vignette, and came to realise that they should just be themselves. They went 
to the mysterious old lady who lived in the woods — that’s me! — who 
they knew was good at stories, having been in a good deal already, and 
asked her if she could fix it all. She said yes, of course she could, and they 
all headed down to the town for a great big winter feast. Whom had sent 
them the food, they knew not, but they were very grateful indeed, and 
raised their glasses of orange juice in a great toast, and snow and peace 
descended upon the Magic Island. 


And they all lived happily ever after until the very next day. 
ee 
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19. 


The Corsair Queen slept lightly. Even with lives to spare, one had better 
watch out, when one was running a one-woman war against all Time Pirates 
infesting the temporal shoals. After all, a surprise attack, or a storm, could 
come at any time. 


But she trusted every Archon on her crew implicitly — even Monk, not 
that he hadn’t once run through with a sword and never actually apologised. 
So burglary, an intrusion at close quarters? Now that was unexpected. 


She did not immediately rouse herself upon hearing the light, oh-so- 
light footsteps padding into her cabin; that would have been foolish. She 
remained completely still, kept her breathing shallow, and waited for the 
intruder to get close enough for a surprise attack. Still her heartbeats 
quickened. What did this person want? She had nothing of value by her 
bedside; the object of her career as a buccaneer was revenge on the Pirates 
who’d slain her Patrician, the Governor of Cartago. Not plundering riches. 
If by some miracles she fulfilled her oath to the last and returned to the 
Homeworld with some lives intact, then she would return a pauper. 


For a moment she entertained the thought of a lovesick — or lust-sick 
— seaman, come not to harm her but simply to stare at the beautiful captain 
as she slept; if that was all, a swift kick to the groyne would probably do the 
trick. But it didn’t make much sense. This latest manifestation of hers, 
though certainly beautiful, was prone to night-time chills, and as a result, 
the Corsair’s favoured night dress was considerably /ess revealing than her 
daytime adventuring clothes. Which the men all knew, because on quiet, 
overcast days, she was prone to keeping the thick, woollen night-shirt at 
breakfast; only after a hearty meal and a swig of rum would she strip down 
to the red shorts and tank top (which she had always thought made a rather 
amusing contrast to her period swashbuckler’s boots). 


An assassin, then. 


She tensed under her covers as the footsteps reached her night-table, 
ready to pounce — 


— and froze as, after the soft sound of something being gently laid atop 
the night-table, the footsteps began to recede again, melting into the broader 
wooden creaking noises of her old-school time-ship. Too late she made up 
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her mind to pursue the intruder and leapt out from under the covers. With 
no time to light a candle, she breathed out a gout of flame; the glowing 
orange flash showed her only an escaping silhouette in a big red coat, and a 
slamming door. 


Cursing, she grabbed her sword from its holster, which hung from her 
bedpost by its leather strap. With no time to find her boots, she ran out onto 
the deck with only her thick socks to protect her from splinters — it would 
have to do. 


“Intruder! Intruder!” she called out, but the few men on shift didn’t 
seem at all concerned at the sight of their captain’s panic. 


Still, bleary-eyed, she was about to point her sword at the chortling 
helmsman — an Avarnide with a novelty scaled body — and demand some 
answers when she felt a strong hand on her shoulder. 


“Hold, my lady!” said a gruff, but amused voice. 
“Monk,” the Queen said, blinking. “What is the meaning of this?” 


Monk the sailor had been many things to her over the years — a 
mentor, a right-hand man, and of course a mystery.. It was only recently that 
she’d learned that “Monk” was only a nickname, and not his actual 
vocational name; she’d given it the definite article and the capital letter for 
so many decades! She’d felt so stupid when he finally told her late one 
night. So stupid, in fact, that come the morning she’d begun to wonder if 
that was the lie and he’d just wanted to see her face. But he hadn’t gainsaid 
himself since. 


And it had been an even shorter time since she had learned the truth of 
what had led this strange, nameless man to the colony of Cartago, and 
bought him the trust of her House-father. She’d never asked, figuring him to 
be an agent of the Mathematical Bureau or some such — and then he had 
sprung the truth on her. 


A time-traveller. 


Well, they were a// time-travellers, but he had been sent backward in 
the history of their own people, from some future era of great strife. Which 
was illegal, and impossible, but he’d done it, and had walked her era for 
decades now without causing any visible paradox; so the powers that be on 
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the Morning Star had decided to leave well enough alone, suspecting an 
engineered loop. 


Was mentoring her part of that loop, she’d asked? What was he doing 
here? 


What I always do, he’d replied, and laughed. 


Just as the powerful black-haired man was laughing now; a simple, easy 
laughter — mocking, to a point, yet with a guileless warmth that projected 
his certainty that she would not resent him for it. 


“Answer me, Monk!” she demanded again. “We’ve had an intruder! 
Hang it all, I have a right to know what’s going on on my own time-ship!” 


“It’s not been your ship long,” Monk observed, mumbling slightly; he 
appeared to be chewing on some tobacco. “The King of Corpse Cay isn’t 
cold in the ground yet, scoundrel that he was! And you’ve given it a 
blooming silly name.” 


“The Destroyer IT?” The Corsair Queen sighed, and sheathed her sword, 
leaning on the nearest wall with her newly-free hand. “Well, not my best 
work, Ill admit. Perhaps I’Il rename her.” 


“Debemos vivir con esperanza,” said Monk. 
“Fh?” 


“Spanish, my Lady,” he chuckled. “An Earth language. You really 
should have paid more attention at Cahlough. You know, I used to have 
quite the fascination with Earth...” 


“Those apes know how to sail a ship, I’ll give them that,” she laughed 
in turn. “Or name one, come to that. Maybe I'll do that. Find an Earth-ship I 
like, and steal its name for this here Type 60.” She blinked. “Hang on, 
you’ re trying to distract me. The intruder, damn your eyes!” 


“Either I have distracted you or I haven’t!” he chided puckishly. 
“There’s no such thing as trying. And it seems I failed. Ah well. This was 
never a body for guile.” 


“Monk...” 


He nodded faintly, amused. “My Lady, the intruder was no one to worry 
about. A woman dressed, I believe, as Santa Claus... Another Earth 
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tradition. Surely not human herself, but perhaps posthuman — I don’t 
know. Either way, she did us both a favour. Spy this, my Lady.” 


He held up a thin, rolled-up parchment scroll, unsealed, but glowing 
with an eerie power. 


“Dropped on top of me by that mysterious burglar,” he explained, “as I 
slept in my hammock.” 


She snatched it from his hand, unrolled it, and read the words greedily. 


“The bearer of this letter, the erstwhile... Was that really your name? 
Sounds like a lovable cartoon field-mouse. Or Death’s apprentice...” 


“You'd be surprised,” he winked. 


Knowing that only more questions would be raised if she lowered 
herself to ask, she continued. 


“*...18, by our divine authority, hereby exempted from...” 


Reading aloud was too slow, so her muttering collapsed into a babbled 
hum as she made her way down the scroll. At last she looked up, eyes 
shining. 

“Monk! This is a letter of passage — signed by — by the Kraken 
himself! By Lord Thymon! Thymon, Time’s Embodiment in the Void, 
Guardian of Meta-Time! D-do you know what this means? You no longer 
have to hide! Even the First Sphere would not dare to try you now for 
breach of the protocols, even if you caused some real trouble!” 


“Just so,” laughed Monk, “just so. And I wager that you have one of 
your own waiting in your cabin...?” 


She blinked at him. “Me? Why would I want one of these? I’ve never 
breached meta-time in my lives!” 


“If you ask me why you would need one,” said Monk, “I would say that 
you need one because I’ve influenced you, now, rather too much to pass 
muster. That is, you would not be where you are now, if you had not known 
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me. 


She snorted in mock-affront. “What, you don’t think I would have 
found the strength to become the Corsair Queen if you hadn’t been there to 
guide me? Don’t flatter yourself.” 
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“Nay, my Lady, not the strength. I wonder,’ said Monk, gaze 
uncharacteristically distant, “if you’d have found the will. Striking out on 
your own like this, choosing a name, and so naturally — it’d be no insult 
against you, Corsair, not at all. It’s a matter of conditioning, of biodata. And 
mind, perhaps you did always have... it... within you. It didn’t quite start 
with my year, not quite. There were a few in the older classes — that 
scribbler... But you really would have been quite the early bird. Perhaps the 
oldest of us all. I rather think I gave it to you like a bug.” 


“What?” 

“Free will,” he said simply. 

“Oh. I... don’t know how I feel about that.” 
“Frankly, neither do I,” he admitted. 


“But the letter. You said this all was why I’d need it. You emphasised 
the word need. What aren’t you telling me?” 

“Nothing you couldn’t figure out for yourself, student, but I suppose it 
is the middle of the night... There’s a very simple reason you should want 
it.” 

She handed him back the scroll, and put her hands on her hips. “Oh, 
really? What’s that then?” 

“You called it a letter of passage,” said Monk, “but it’s more than that, 
don’t you see? It’s a letter specifically encouraging us to keep doing what 
we’re doing. Operating on the temporal seas. It’s...” 


At last it dawned on her, and she said it with actual glee. “A /etter of 
marque!” 


“At last,” her mentor laughed. “At last, after all those years, you’re an 
actual corsair!” 


Kk OK 
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20. 


It was a bright morning in the city. Mulla Nasruddin rode through the 
city on his donkey on the way back from the mosque, smiling brightly. 


“Mulla Nasruddin!” called out his friend, Ali ibn Ahmad, “‘As-salamu- 
alaikum! Why do you smile so brightly?” 


“Wa-alaikum-salaam!” replied Mulla Nasruddin cheerily, “I have been 
given a gift, a great gift, the greatest gift of all, Ali! Come nearer so that I 
may share it with you!” 


Ali came nearer. 
“Nearer still!” exclaimed Nasruddin. 


Ali came nearer, until he was right up against Mulla Nasruddin’s 
donkey. Mulla Nasruddin jumped off of his donkey, and said in great 
excitement, “Come nearer still, Ali, and share in my gift!” 


Ali came so near that he was right pressed up against Mulla Nasruddin. 
“But what is this amazing gift?” asked Alt. 


“T shall tell you some more about it!” exclaimed Mulla Nasruddin, “It 
can be shared over and over again, without changing its volume in any way 
at all! Isn’t that incredible! It is truly the greatest gift of them all!” 


“It sounds truly great, Nasruddin, but what is it?” asked Alt. 


“Why, nothing, of course!” said Mulla Nasruddin. 
ok ok 
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21. 


The spire stretched up out of the darkness. Atop it sat a small, round 
hut, and on the balcony sat the Postie, sitting in a green velvet armchair, 
looking up at the cosmoi above. 


They were all very far away, of course, but that almost added to their 
charm, thought the postman. Up there somewhere was the place from 
whence he came, and it pleased him to wonder about it. The earliest thing 
that he could remember about his life was one Christmas some aeons past. 


The Council of Frogs and Magwyr, if he remembered correctly, had 
both been rather upset at the fact that they had both failed to receive the 
presents which the other had declined to send (although they would not 
realise that neither of them had sent the other presents until some while 
later, upon which they had nearly instigated a full-scale multiversal war, 
before deciding against it and having a nice cup of tea and a slice of 
battenburg to calm down). Unanimously and individually, they had decided 
to organise an inter-universal postal system. And that was where he had 
come in. 


Strangely enough, he couldn’t remember how or why he had come in, 
but he did remember delivering his first ever package. It had been a cold 
December morning on a Prime-adjacent Earth, probably the Third. 
Christmas. Snow had lined the streets in a decadent display of the might of 
Jack Frost. Glittering, twinkling, it fell through the air like swans, a myriad 
of pure white, down-feathered swans, swimming gracefully, oh so 
gracefully through the currents of air that twisted and twirled their way 
merrily through the atmosphere. Golden shafts of lights descended from 
posts of iron and steel that towered above, and great constructions of bricks 
and mortar rose up on either side of him. A hackney carriage clattered past 
them, and the exhalation of the noble steed that drew it billowed in great 
ivory clouds, an explosion of breath that intermingled with the soft snow 
that fell from the heavens. 


He remembered turning a corner into a street dingier than the others, 
damp and cold and wet and dark. It had the aura of a soggy Wednesday 
afternoon. The walls were smeared with mud, and piles of horse dung lay 
heaped about, strewn haphazardly among misshapen boxes which Time had 
not been kind to. In the farthest corner, curled up into the tiniest of balls, 
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there sat a little girl, looking all alone in the world, and colder than the 
Postie thought that it was possible for anyone to be. The Postie never found 
out her name, or who she was, or indeed who had sent her the parcel, but 
over she went all the same, and took out the parcel from their big sack, and 
handed it to the little girl. Her eyes, formerly dull as unpolished brass, lit up 
radiant as the midday sun, and eyed the brown paper package greedily. She 
opened it tentatively, unsure if it were real. Inside was the most 
magnificent, warm, long, multi-coloured scarf. She wrapped it around 
herself, and the Postie could see her hands gradually turning from blue to 
pink. The Postie remembered that all of a sudden they had felt a lovely 
warm feeling inside them, as well, and they felt happy and content. 


Standing on the porch outside her little house on the cloud, the Postie 
remembered her history, and began to feel old. How many years had they 
patrolled the cosmos, sending gifts and parcels and postcards to all who 
needed it. Their bones ached, and a soft chill began to creep over them. The 
wind began to feel more bitter than they remembered it ever having been, 
fierce and cold and angry. Perhaps... Perhaps it was time to retire. To leave 
the job, to find a nice quiet place, and settle down. The Postie looked away 
for a moment. When he looked back, laying on the step of the house was a 
small brown parcel, with a long, brown piece of string tied in a bow at the 
top. Slowly, she walked over to the step, and pulled the string to release the 
bow. The packaging fell open. Inside, curled up, was a long, warm, multi- 
coloured scarf, with a note inside saying: 


A lovely old woman told me to send this, with her thanks 

XXX 

The Postie smiled, and laughed, and remembered the old days. She 
remembered how happy that had made her. She took the long, long scarf in 


their hands, and wrapped it around their neck. It felt so soft, so lovely and 
warm, and smelt of mince pies and cinnamon buns. 


Well, thought the Postie. Maybe one day I shall retire... But not today. 
There s work to be done. 


* ok 3K 
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22. 


It was a world of inky black and negative space. Windswept, 
snowchocked mountains under a starless sky. The stars were there, of 
course. They always were. Right now, they were just hidden behind vaults 
of iron-black cloud. 


A pillar of red fire erupted on the white plains. There were moans 
beneath the roar of the flame. The little girl could’ve appeared without 
sound or ceremony, but that was the opposite of what she wanted, even 
without an audience. Quite appropriately, she was covered from head to toe. 
Less appropriately, that covering was a thin, skintight red imp costume, 
complete with horns and tail, the latter swaying against the wind somehow. 
She called over her shoulder. 


“C’mooon guuuuuys!” 


A golden half-sphere bloomed behind her, somewhere halfway between 
metal and light. The moment it completely materialised, it began to fade 
away, revealing two small blond boys improbably dressed in multi-coloured 
loincloths. One — with golden eyes and nut-brown skin — glanced about, 
snowflakes settling in his nearly white hair without melting. 


“Okay, so... snow. So what?” 


Lucy Ferr Edenkind rolled her eyes. “I didn’t bring you here just for the 
snow.” 

The other boy was bent at the waist, arms wrapped around his torso, 
bare flesh ripe with goose pimples. “Um, guuuuys?” 

Lucy glared at her cousin. “Martin, attend to your human!” 

Martin glanced at his friend. “Oh, sorry Maurice!” 

Martin snapped his fingers. Maurice sighed with relief as warmth shot 
through his body. The character of the darkness had changed too. A second 
before, he hadn’t even been able to see the snow at his feet. Now it was 
more like the night-scenes in the old movies his mothers showed him. 


“Thanks Martin. So, what’s this got to do with that holiday you were talking 
about?” 


“Mh? Nothing really,” his friend replied. “Lucy just had this other thing 
she wanted to show us, and she wouldn’t leave me alone till I agreed that 
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we were going to do her thing first. ...Man, can’t believe baselines forgot 
about Christmas, though. Halloween’s one thing, but Christmas? Well, 
we’ll talk about that later.” 


“Yeah you will,” the girl cut in, grinning, “and your human will be 
bored out of his skull, ‘cause none of your boring stories could compare to 
what /’ve set aside for you boys. Trust me, it’s going to be wicked.” 


Martin and Maurice shared a look. Lucy had said that rather less like 
someone who’d put together a wonderful surprise party, and rather more 
like a spider watching a pair of flies make a beeline for its web. 


Of course, if there was one thing to be said for Martin’s Cousin Lucy, it 
was that she was honest, in her way. Few Miracles bothered with clothes — 
they seemed rather redundant to beings who were impervious to the 
elements and could perceive one another’s subatomic structure down to the 
bone at a glance — but she was never seen without her beloved full-body 
devil costume, which she had cajoled one of the older Miracles into 
materialising for her long before last Halloween. Her very name had been 
picked out in reference to her mischievous leanings. For Lucy’s avowed 
purpose in life was to be a little hellion, and she was, she freely confessed, 
damn proud of it. 


But she wasn’t ever truly evil. The elders of the Edenkind would never 
have created her if they had expected her to be actually villainous; she knew 
precisely how far to take a joke before it became bullying. Martin didn’t 
have to like it, but he did trust her as far as it mattered; and that was the 
only reason he had agreed to take Maurice along on her suggested outing, 
however little he trusted her claims that there was no funny business this 
time. 


So, he gave Maurice a reassuring half-nod, and they pressed onwards 
on foot, following Lucy’s giddy, skipping gait. The boys could see no logic 
in the girl’s directions — the snowy, mountainous landscape seemed to go 
on forever — but it was not long before Lucy abruptly stopped. She balled 
her hand into a fist, and it closed around a child-sized pitchfork which had 
not been there before, allowing its wielder to point it dramatically at the 
ground. 


“There,” she said simply. 
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Maurice half-knelt, staring at the place where the prongs of the 
pitchfork had sunk into the thick layer of bluish-white snow. 


“That’s snow,” he said, looking up accusingly. “You know, if I wanted 
to spend my day looking at barren landscapes, I’d stay home on the Moon 
of Holofernes. Cold and white as you please.” 


Lucy turned to Martin, unimpressed. “And you went there for fun?” 


“...Okay, so the view’s not great,” the other boy defended himself, 
before putting a familiar arm around Maurice’s shoulders, “‘but the people 
are the real draw!” 

“Aren’t that boy and these mothers of his the only people who live 
there?” 

“Exactly,” Maurice replied without missing a beat, flashing a cheeky 
grin. 

Lucy snorted, not without amusement, then refocused on her task. She 
tugged her pitchfork free of the snow, then struck the ground again with 
more force. 

“Yeah, well,” she said. “Sometimes you gotta scratch beneath the 
surface.” 

There were a few seconds of distant rumbling, and then a circular 
chasm, as wide as the children were all, opened in the ice — for the hard 
ground beneath the snow was ice, they now realised, not rock; a huge 
glacier. The two Miracles were unbothered, continuing to stand as if the 
ground was still there, but Maurice felt the surface crumbling to 
nothingness beneath his feet and yelped as he began to tumble into the 
unknown darkness — 

— then felt a child-sized hand catch him and pull him back to the edge. 


“... Thanks, Martin,” he said once his voice returned to him — glaring 
daggers at Lucy. 


“You did that on purpose,” said Martin. 


“Sure. Little trick Erika Molekind taught me. How else would we get 
down there?” 


“T mean, you could have warned us that would happen.” 


She grinned. “Yeah, I could have.” 
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“Lucy!” said Martin, trying to mimic the firm tones of a grownup laying 
down the law. Unfortunately, he was all of one year old, and Lucy was 
actually slightly taller than him. 


“Where’s your sense of humour?” she asked, still smiling; then she let 
herself drop gently down into the hole, like a sinking boat slowly losing 
buoyancy. “Well? Get a move on, slow-coach. It’s all going on down 
there!” 


“What's going on down here? It’s not a horrible death-trap, is it?” 

“Oh, no,” Lucy answered as they made their way in, “if anything you 
might say it’s a life-trap.” 

“That,” said Maurice, “is not reassuring.” 

“Where did you say you got those coordinates?” 

“A lady.” 

“One of our people?” 


“Nope.” Her grin was not that of someone with the faintest intention of 
elaborating. 


“And she said it’d be safe?” 
“Well... She said it’d be fun.” 


But Lucy wasn’t slowing down. Grumbling and bantering, the three 
children made their way into the depths of the glacier. Funny the concepts 
you lost track of, when you left all fear of mortality behind. A working idea 
of what an unaugmented human boy might natively consider good fun, for 
example — or any knowledge of cryogenic vaults. A whole species, a 
whole biome in eternal, self-imposed sleep, waiting out a surface 
catastrophe? What a strange thought. 


And perhaps the boys would get excited. Perhaps they would go a bit 
overboard, thaw out some apex predators because they looked cute in their 
ice-cubes, without reading the placards first, because who liked placards. 
That was generally how it worked. In fact, Lucy was counting on it. 


But no one would get hurt. The lady had promised, with the knowing 
air of someone who’d used their fancy little time machine to nip off to 
tomorrow morning and check. 
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And if you couldn’t trust mysterious genderbent time-travelling Santa- 
Clauses, who could you trust? 


Kk 3K 
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23. 


Archon President Scrooge of House Macbadger paused by a window, 
surveying all that lay before him. 


He wore not the usual ceremonial robes of the Lords of the Morning 
Star, but a top hat, glasses, and suit; he was, after all, a newblood god... 
very new blood in fact; by all accounts House Macbadger itself only existed 
on this 507th Homeworld he had come to govern. For the purposes of 
seeming palatable to the general populace of the Morning Star, this 
incarnation wore skin, and very nice skin it was too. 


Rumours among the intelligentsia held that Scrooge was not his true 
name; that it was something altogether darker and more mysterious. But 
rumours was all there were, for those who delved into the depths of the 
great Timeship Wiki, the matrix of all the centuries of compounded 
knowledge of the Archons, looking for answers, soon broke their teeth 
against an obvious fake, a decoy-True Name evidently constructed to 
confuse and dishearten. Surely no one, least of all a threat to the 
homeworld, could actually be called Aristide Twain; how were you even 
meant to pronounce it? Preposterous. So the rumour mill spun on, 
unconstrained. 


Whatever his name, he was a writer, an author of history, a bold young 
fellow eager for change, change, always change. The circle of the innermost 
of the Archons did not like him, not one little jot, and there were those who 
claimed that he was secretly a metafictional agent of the Adversary, a 
common plant sent to destroy them forever — an obvious fraud, who had 
not been there yesterday and might, if they were lucky, be gone again 
tomorrow. 


But no one listened to those people, except to tut and shake their heads 
in distant sympathy. The growing paranoia among Archonkind really was 
getting dire, wasn’t it? 


Scrooge, then, was strolling out along the complex in the heart of the 
citadel, making his way back to the Presidential Quarters after a successful 
day of messing about with the hatchling machines. Such wonderful toys. 
There he was, absently wishing that he knew how to whistle, the better to 
convey his easy, whimsical mood — when at last he reached his Quarters, 
and found the doors already open., 
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On the other side, he saw a most peculiar thing. A humongous rabbit, 
taller than the Temple of Canonicity, with a greater breadth than the Sea of 
Lost Time, each of its gargantuan teeth stretching many times higher than 
Scrooge, even with his inimitable top hat atop his head. This was no 
ordinary rabbit. 


This — was a giant, pink, omnipotent rabbit. 


As it leaped into the air, it created a new bed with the power of thought, 
replacing the one it had crushed under one of its paws. A timely 
intervention, for it allowed the startled President to collapse down upon it. 


“Oh dear, dear, dear,” said Scrooge, cognizant even now of the need for 
some fragmentary excuse for context and exposition. “Now this isn’t right 
at all! That was supposed to be an offhand joke in a random Internet 
comment, on a completely different layer of reality from... all this. Its 
universe has no business at all colliding in ours, no business at all. How 
could this happen? It seems —” He paused and frowned again. “Well, it 
seems like the sort of thing J would do. But I didn’t write this. I would 
know. I wrote the joke, but this...” 


Like all Archon planetary leaders this late into the Cosmic War, he was 
linked into the Timeship Wiki at all times; and unlike most of these leaders, 
he was in fact Very Clever Indeed. Between these two simple facts, 1t was 
short work to consult the Wiki’s data and draw up a map of occurrences of a 
certain sort across the fabric of spacetime, and find a pattern emerging in... 
well, what would one call it? Meta-meta-time? The pattern was simple, at 
least. 


Gifts. Christmas gifts. 


At first he frowned at the conclusion; needless to say, Scrooge was not a 
very big fan of Christmas. But it was inescapable. For reasons known only 
to them, whatever mysterious power was running amok through the 
Universe and beyond had decided to bestow the gift of life upon the rabbit 
from the joke, and the gift of the rabbit itself unto him and the Morning 
Star. 


“Ah well,” he said, “I suppose I did ask for a change.” He chuckled 
under his breath. “And while those festering molluscs are trying to stop it, I 
shall be in the perfect place to carry out the task which I was sent here to 
do.” A broad smile assailed his face. 
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Perhaps Christmas wasn’t so bad after all. 
ee 
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24. 


The Guardian of Restoration who called herself Hope had been 
watching snow fall in a secluded grove when she happened upon the parcel 
tucked behind the tree. She picked it up with her non-hands, smiling at the 
sight of her name on the handwritten label. 


Hope recognised that scrawl. She had glimpsed it, once, as she’d passed 
through the fabrics of its owner’s home continuity — glimpsed it as a tiny 
fragment of the patchwork that made up that world. She knew who it 
belonged to. 


Crouching beneath the tree, she pulled the contents from out of the 
parcel, and grinned again. It was a photo album. 


Hope flipped through the pages of photographs from across the 
multiverse, seeing heroes and villains and vast worlds, a million stories and 
a million lives, moments of joy and sorrow and pain and pleasure, moments 
of peace in quiet groves. 


She saw a woman in a scarf and goggles breaking every boundary for 
the sake of enjoying whatever life might bring. She saw copper robots 
bridging disparate worlds, a firmament bringing hundreds of people 
together to create a greater whole, a timeship carrying inspiration that 
stretched far away to distant corners, on and on for half-decades and 
decades and six decades and more. 


She saw superheroes and spaceships and songs of war, skeletons and 
nightclubs and men in grey, abstract families and adventurous ducks and 
ancient mammoths and animated bunnies, paradox cults and emerald cities 
and haunted mansions and strange and wonderful houses, talking cactuses 
and teenage scientists and blond-haired clones. She saw people in all of 
their many forms creating, connecting, loving, living, each of them adding 
endless new layers to the wholeness of existence simply by experiencing it 
all through their own unique perspectives. She saw an endless and ever- 
expanding patchwork reaching to touch every corner of perception, growing 
more beautiful with every new stitch sewn into its all-encompassing fabric. 


In the back, there was a spate of blank pages, inviting Hope to add her 
own mark to the worlds which she could see contained within the photo 
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album — to join her experience to the rest and allow both to grow ever 
deeper. 


It was perfect. Hope stood, tucking the album beneath her arm, and 
walked off into the brilliant multiverse. 


Kk 3K 
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25. 


It had been a long night. It had fe/t long. So many places. So many 
periods. She was, admittedly, an expert, but rapid-fire dimensional travel 
took a toll on anyone, and as for the wanton zig-zags through multiversal 
meta-time itself — well, she was lucky the new Thymon was still getting 
settled. 


And that she knew his cousin. 
Now, the dawn was coming. 


Of course, that phrase meant nothing in the View; the restaurant had 
been built on a seven-dimensional sphere outside all times and spaces. It 
orbited no Sun — and every sun. There were no clocks on the wall, because 
every possible moment in time could be glimpsed through the luxurious bay 
window. 


Yet at the end of her labours, the woman in the tweed overcoat felt it 
was dawn, and the View had been constructed to respond to what its patrons 
wished to see. An infinity of dawns twinkled across an infinity of space; the 
ten thousand she knew, and many, many more. But the dawning day wasn’t 
just any old tomorrow. It was the day after. After Christmas, after the 
Solstice, after the final night of the Saturnalia, after the Festival of Giving; 
after every holiday which had ever or would ever be likened by the 
unimaginative inhabitants of one or another Prime-adjacent reality to the 
occidental second-millennium conception of the central, gift-giving winter 
holiday. 


An arbitrary cluster, rooted perhaps in some problematic choices of 
which perspectives to raise up as normative. But weren’t they all? It 
mattered to some. 


Lady Aesculapius hadn’t known whom, exactly, she would be meeting, 
but she had been expecting to meet someone. She always did. So she’d 
selected a table for two, and ordered two drinks. 


It wasn’t long before a woman appeared to fill the empty chair. No — a 
human-looking girl, wise beyond her years. Not Blanche, for even 
emergency elves needed their rest — in fact, this person’s skin was a few 
shades darker than Aesc’s own, and her hair was an iridescent blue that no 
dye could replicate; nor could the most skillful human hair-stylist make 
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dreadlocks that pulsated with every beat of your heart. But then it wasn’t 
hair at all, and she wasn’t human. 


Nor was she Firmament or Archon or any such thing. She was 
something younger. Stranger, perhaps, but that was a matter of perspective. 


Certainly more helpful, in Aesc’s limited experience. 


“Hello again, Sophie,” said the Firmament, sliding a cup of cocoa over 
to the younger girl. 


“Hi,” said Sophie Everytime. “Ooh, this smells nice.” 


“IT should hope so! They charge outrageous prices around here,” Aesc 
laughed. “I mean, granted, I hacked the payment chip, but it’s the principle 
of the thing.” 


They sat there a while, sipping their drinks, admiring the dawns. 
Resting. 


“Thanks for helping me back there,” Aesc said eventually, now halfway 
through her mug of hot chocolate. “Really. Couldn’t have done it without 
you. Opening up all those little schisms for the Foce to squeak through.” 


The living temporal anomaly gave a friendly nod, acknowledging her 
gratitude with humility — and stayed silent for a while before she spoke 
again. 

“Why d’you do it?” Sophie asked at last. 


“Does there have to be a reason?” Even with the hot liquid startling her 
digestive track back to life, she needed a rest, and she yawned as she 
continued. “I guess I just wanted to bring a little joy back to the Multiverse. 
Things have been rough. More than that, things have been... frozen. 
Inactive. It’s nice to really get out there and make things happen. Make a 
difference. I guess that’s what Christmas is for, really. Fire to hold back the 
snow. Singing through the silent night.” 


“But it doesnt make a difference,” Sophie argued; her tone was 
indulgent, almost parental. As though she were trying to make the much, 
much older woman come to a realisation of some sort. “Does it? Not really. 
We’re talking about the Omniverse. Every happy ending has already 
happened. Every sad ending, too. And will continue to happen, whether we 
stay in bed or not.” 
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“Yeah, well,’ Aesc shrugged good-naturedly. “Why are there still 
writers in universes where they’ve cracked LLMs that actually work? Why 
do people get up in the morning? Heck, why are you talking to me right 
now? Because we want to. Because it’s fun. Because it’s what we do. It’s 
nice to spread a bit of joy in the winter.” 


“And get all your friends involved,” Sophie added. 


“Just so.” 


They clinked their mugs together, in the manner of a toast, and finished 
them together. But they said nothing. 


The gleaming, whirling sight of winter’s infinite dawns said it all for 
them. 
ek ok 
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with her wondrous girlfriend. 


Theta Mandel is an autistic enby living in England with eir two pet rats and eir fast-growing Doctor 
Who obsession. Ey spends most of eir time writing fanfiction, and any other spare moments studying 
to be a psychologist. Ze is not entirely convinced that ze isn’t actually two Whifferdills in a 
trenchcoat, but keeps writing anyway, and is sometimes also known as ‘Lila’. You can find zir on 
Instagram at lilathunderstorm, tumblr at theangelshavethephonebox, and archiveofourown at 


Z_in_a blue box. 


Charles EP Murphy started writing and nobody’s made him stop yet. He has both self-published 
and written short stories, articles, & novellas for various indie presses including Sea Lion Press, 
Obverse Books (Faction Paradox), and the Gutter Review. He has predominantly written in the 
alternative history sub-genre, which serves as an unholy union of his interests in history, politics, and 


deep-cut comics continuity trivia. 


Hunter O’Connell is a non-binary autistic author of science fiction, urban fantasy, and cosmic 
horror. Aspiring to work with major movie studios at some point in their life, Hunter has been editing 
the adventures that comprise Cwej: The Series for five years, with more still to come. Being 
interested in the Doctor Who Expanded Universe, the obscure world of the Slenderverse, and 
animation of all different varieties, as well as willing to gather more special interests in the coming 


years, Hunter has a prolific understanding of obscure genre fiction. Hence, Cwej. 


Callum Phillpott is a Sci-Fi/Comedy writer, mainly seen contributing to Arcbeatle Press or his own 
series, The Nine-Two-Five Universe. One time, somebody told him that his work was ‘postmodern’; 


whether that's true or not, it's been going to his head ever since. 
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After reading, and being impressed by, several very good Jenny Everywhere stories, Scott Sanford 
wanted to write some of his own. Soon realising that he could not do great art simply by choosing to, 
but he could decide to be prolific. He has proceeded to write a lot of stories and is hoping for the best 


in terms of artistic quality. 


Micah K. Spurling lives in the mountains of Appalachia with a cat named Harris Teeter and more 
books than necessary. He earned a degree in Literature and Gender Studies in 2021 and now spends 
his days constructing intricate rituals. Despite this, he is gallantly working on becoming a functional 
member of society. 


Aristide Twain edited this anthology against his better judgement, and, to add insult to injury, wrote 
a fair bit of it as well, including the linking Book of the Snowstorm story itself. His list of crimes also 
include co-creating The Crew of the Copper-Colored Cupids with Lupan Evezan, as well as writing a 
number of stories for Arcbeatle Press in such anthologies as Out of the Shadows, The Forgotten 
Heroines of 10,000 Dawns and Horrors of Arcbeatle. He is currently quite busy running an Auteur 
short story anthology and scripting a new season of Faction Paradox audio dramas, among other 
projects, but can nevertheless be reached by email at aristide.twain@gmail.com, on Tumblr at 


aristidetwain.tumblr.com, or as /AristideTwain on the Bird Site. 


Thien Valdram is a Doctor Who fan of ten years and an obsessive of the wider adjacent worlds 
around it for almost as long. They can be found on the official Doctor Who Discord server, and that’s 
pretty much it, as they don’t often use social media except for extremely niche cases which, being 
hyperspecific and virtually unconnected to one another, are not meaningfully capable of being 
unified into an online persona of any kind. For more works by them see... well nowhere actually, this 
one is their first actually published in anything. Well... there is a fanfiction, but again, 


hyperspecialisation in one particular niche area. 


Henry Walker is a fantasy and sci-fi author based in Western Australia who mostly writes about 
weird children. His web-serial, The New Humans is coming soon fully revised and illustrated to 
Amazon. He can be reached by email at wizardofwoah@gmail.com, or found on the Website 
Formerly Known as Twitter at /wizardofwoahl01. He also has a website of his own, 
https://newhumanssite.com/. 


James Wylder is a writer from Elkhart, Indiana known for 10,000 Dawns, Cwej: Down the Middle, 
Academy 27, and their live show Tales by the Blue Light. They enjoy playing Sonic with their partner 
while their cats sit nearby. You can support their work at patreon.com/jameswylder. 


Coming Soon From Arcbeatle Press: 
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Cwej: Larles and the Midas Touch 


An alien parasite gives Larles the ability to reshape space and 
reality itself with the power of her mind. Cwey] is worried, 
especially since the first thing she destroyed was one of his bodies. 
The Superiors are closing in, her powers are getting more potent, 
and a strange rodent-faced man named Gastar has some sort of 
stake in her destruction on a molecular level. Can Larles find a cure 
before the parasite kills her, or will her remorse get there first? 


Academy 27: Season2 


The adventures of Sang Mi and her friends at Academy 27 
continue with a new series of free stories by editor James Wylder 
and other talents like Dillon O’Hara, Callum Phillpott, Elizabeth 

Tock, James Hornby, and more. 


Explore the mysteries of Delirium, the mysterious transfer 
students Saki and Zhyrgal, and whether or not Li Xiu can make a 
movie.Read it for free, and catch up on Season | at: 


www.arcbeatlepress.com/a27 


4 Most gallingly — and I know I’m giving the game away here, but ah, I can’t bear deceit; if 
you want a completely unspoiled experience, don’t read the rest of this footnote — there’s a vignette 
in Our Finest Gifts We Bring that was supposed to be a whole standalone story, and I just could not 
finish this in time. With my cowriter taken ill at an inopportune time, it was that or not finish the 
linking story, and choices had to be made. That’s tight deadlines for you... Ah, but I was clever. 
What you’ve got here is more or less the opening scene of the planned story, nudged into a 
standalone mood-piece, and someday, when these characters’ book comes out, you’ll get to find out 


just where they were going, and what they found there. 


2] That is to say, Unofficial Anthology Editing Month. Just me? Well, fine. 
leven with top-of-the-line morphogenetic anthropomorphisation vectors at their disposal, the 
Bookkeeper’s Time-Ladle-based non-human eyewitness interview program had quickly proved a 


historical dead end. 


Ey) “Shame on anyone who thinks badly of it” 
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[5] Tp this and many other matters, I refer the inquiring scholar to the writings of Mr Percival 
Lankin, particularly his Ahistorical Cycle. His 2003 monograph defending the defunct historicity of 
an actual Golden Age also makes for instructive reading, though it is to be counted among Lankin’s 
juvenilia and reflects a relative overconfidence in the theory of Primordial Linearity, now much 
discredited. 


8} So tempting, in fact, that there are those who have surrendered to it, and put it into practice 
for their own, petty ends. Meta-History has always stood in antagony to the archetypal “game-player” 
who deliberately obscures or complicates a timeline for their own amusement; doubtless the hitherto- 
living ends on the myth of the Child-That-Was-Taken will never forgive the man who radically and 
irreparably destablised the Child’s timeline by temporally entangling it with that of a number of 
unrelated mythical ‘big hitters’ such as Osiris, Merlin the Enchanter, and the Archangel Gabriel. 


Yet even the consequences of such wanton vandalism pales in comparison to the frustrations 
induced by retrotemporal citogenesis, i.e. time-travelling historians altering the actual historical facts 
to accord more closely with the records they had hitherto been trusting to, either in an earnest but 
misguided effort to “repair” an apparent historical aberration, or, in extreme cases, as a deliberate 
cost-saving measure. Over twelve years after the fact, there are few who would yet fustigate me for 
revealing that Doctor A. V. Fairchild’s expulsion from the Plutonian Academy was motivated by a 
particularly arbitrary instance of such misbehaviour, wherein which the erstwhile Meta-Historian 
expended considerable effort breaching meta-time itself, all too convince a minor player fated to an 


early death some millennia before the Cosmic War that she ought to dye her hair blue. 


(The name of the historical victim has been obscured to protect the relatively innocent, but I 
have no such compunction when it comes to exposing Doctor Fairchild’s divided loyalties; one 


simply cannot be, at once, an active interventionist time-traveller and a responsible Meta-Historian.) 


I See L. Miles, “Anchoring of the thread’, in The Book of the War (Mad Norwegian Press, 
2002). 


8] See S. Bucher-Jones, ‘Protective Neoteny’, in The Book of the War [Unused Material] (self- 
published, 2006) 


2) Certainly we do not call them Laws because they are inviolable; though the good faith of 
some of the firsthand accounts has been called into question in recent years, there is no serious doubt 


that the 2167 Psyche Incident conclusively demonstrated the practical possibility of F.T.L. travel. 


a Though its depiction of the ‘Last Lightbringer’ continues to colour public understanding of 
the Cosmic Revolution and the L.T.E.s, the 2005-2009 Davies-Gardner account has been steadily 
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leaking credibility since it was linked to the contents of a well-known conspiracy site of the 
embryonic Internet, operated between 2005 and 2007 by a small cabal of disreputable characters. 


Admittedly, the early 2000s were also the cradle of the earliest human Meta-Historians, and it 
is, moreover, hardly surprising that the Davies-Gardner material attracted widespread attention in the 
aftermath of the Seventeen Years Invasion given the 2150 invaders’ prominent role in its account of 
the Last Great Rewrite. Nevertheless one must remember that contemporary audiences in the early 
21st century almost certainly did not regard the Matter of Wales as serious scholarship. 


D1 See Z, Chroma, Crystal & Gold: A Review of the Achronis Evidence (Khronos Publishing, 
2136). 


(2) Notwithstanding discussions of their place in this or that mythology, the somewhat neutral 
taxonomy of Time Elementals proposed by Leiter Formosis seems preferable, in serious Meta- 
Historical scholarship, to the variety of willfully obscure monikers the Lesser and Greater Elementals 
are known to have accumulated — Lightbringers, Architects, Sun Builders, Superiors, Celestials, etc. 
‘Gods’ in particular has proven an increasingly misleading term, not because the LT.E.s weren’t 
godlike, but because many pre-M.S.T.R. texts exclusively use the moniker to refer to some of the 


L.T.E.s’ most ancient foes. 


3) The ‘Cosmic Revolution’ is here understood in its broadest sense — that is to say, aS a 
synonym for the ‘Cosmic War’, or in other words a byword for the period (or periods) of violent 
temporal conflict known to have resulted in the Last Great Rewrite. The hows and wherefores of the 
conflict are not the subject of the present inquiry, although certain aspects of the narrative we have 
managed to reconstruct may shed some light on the involvement of certain powers sometimes 


counted among the major temporal combatants. 
14 See L. Miles, ‘Disinterred Romance’ in Dead Romance (Mad Norwegian Press, 2004) 


US! These two words are, of course, of no little relevance to the arc of the Cosmic Revolution; 


but let us put that to one side. 


6] Tike a surprising number of cultures in the Multiverse, the L.T.E.s possessed amidwinter 
festival bearing a remarkable similarity to Earth’s Christmas. In typical fashion, however, the 
celebration did not celebrate anything so physical as a mythologised childbirth or indeed the simple 
exultation of making it through the winter; instead, it marked the anniversary of the expulsion of an 
archetypal “alien” influence from the Morning Star by its Lord Founder, completing the penultimate 
stage of Elemental society’s foundation, after which only the equally-mythologised coup against 
Urizen remained to bridge the gap to the modern age. 
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Multiple translations of this holiday’s name exist, such as Strangerstide or Alien’s Fall. I 
borrowed “Eldritch Night” from Alice Timony; though perhaps more distant in some respects than 
other, more conventional translations, it serves to underline the particular thematics associated with 
the occasion in Elemental culture, which will prove to be of some relevance to the narrative we are 
about to unveil. Though by no means “Christmassy” by human standards, its concern with intruders, 


deceit and upheaval would make it right at home in an Elemental collection of Eldritch Night Tales. 


12) Although certain fundamental uncertainties remain, the events which followed the 
declaration of hostilities have been profusely documented, as early as 1997, and even the most 


superficial attempt at a summary would far outstrip the capacity of the present investigation. 
18) See F. of the Fallen, Infancy Gospel (self-published, 1752) 


LI See Auteur, “A Bloody (And Public) Domaine’ in The Book of the Enemy (Obverse Books, 
2017) 


29] See G. De Nerval, ‘El Desdichado’ in Les Filles du feu (Michel Lévy Freres, 1854) 


(21) Despite some experts’ steadfast scepticism, evidence overwhelmingly points to the L.T.E.s 
having possessed only one, dimensionally-transcendental settlement, namely the one referred to in 
most texts as the Cathedral of Time; in all likelihood, it was only the dawning risk of besiegement 
which drove the Elemental leadership to construct a ‘Second City’ in the later stages of the Cosmic 
Revolution, as documented in S. Moffat 2013 et alt. 


22] G. Russell’s Divided Loyalties (BBC Books, 1999) stands as one of a few resources which 
directly depict Archonhood as a coveted rank rather than a birthright and innate essence. However, 
the book contains several blatant oversights, such as uncritically accepting a senior Elemental’s 
gratuitously implausible claim of having been some kind of Great Old One, or apparently recording 


two different nicknames of the same individual as two genuinely unrelated Elementals. 


None of this takes away from the genuine value of the Russellian ceuvre, but when other 
noteworthy claims in his chronicles come to clash with the available evidence, one simply must raise 
the matter of the author’s documented naiveté. Indeed, one hates to demean such a foundational 
member of the field, but it is well-known that many of Mr Russell’s works were based on the 


uncritical reading of an Elemental Historian whom his own people had dubbed “perfidious”’. 


23] Ag late as the early 23rd century, there were still Xenobiologists who held that matter- 
generation was a racial trait peculiar to the Greater Time Elementals, rather than something of which 
a Lesser Elemental might ordinarily have been capable, even with training. Though it has fallen out 
of favour, this perspective has never been formally refuted. However, it would make little practical 


difference: there is every appearance that for one reason or another, the G.T.E.s were, until the eve of 
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the Cosmic Revolution, in thrall to their Lesser kin, their preternatural abilities exploited to such a 
degree that they may as well be considered a form of technology as opposed to a people in their own 
right. 


24) See K. Marx, Das Kapital (Verlag von Otto Meissner, 1867) 
25] See C. Barker, Weaveworld (Collins, 1987) 
[26] a ; 

See R. Fogarty, Wringing Off (self-published, 2020) 


27) Sideridis appears to have used a slightly archaic variant of the Linear © script first 
translated in 2169 by D. C. Campbell-English. 


28] gee Z, Chroma, ‘School Reunion: The Carcosa Litany Considered as an Institutional Record 
of the L.T.E.s’, in Palimpsest Vol. 3 No. 27 (Khronos Publishing, 2144) 


221 Tt is now accepted that the “Yeapo” used in internal L.T.E. records as the default unit for the 
expression of long spans of time did not actually correspond to the planet’s physical orbital period. 
As such, although there is persuasive evidence that the said orbital period was identical to that of the 
Earth, it is far from certain that a local “year” had anything in common with our way of reckoning 
such things. I find myself equally tempted by Wan Cordell’s culturally-founded suggestion of 13- 


period years, and Alice Timony’s persuasive circumstantial evidence for millennial years. 


[3°] Evidence from this and other texts suggest that the L.T.E.s’ domesticated kowcs were not 
only naturally camouflaged against the orange sands and skies by the pigmentation of their fur, but 
actively engaged in natural patterns of behaviour resembling games of hide-and-seek. Indeed, that 
game, an equivalent of which was known to Elemental sunlings, was known in the common 


Elemental tongue as playing kow. 


BU See J. Black, ‘Going Once, Going Twice’ in The Book of the Peace (Obverse Books, 2018) 
and A. Twain, ‘The Cactus and the Corpse’ in Horrors of Arcbeatle (Arcbeatle Press, 2023) 


[32] Here Sideridis used the Elemental’ genetically-connotated first-person pronoun. Though 
grammatically singular, it implies collectivity; while most commonly used in military literature to 
refer to the ‘Us’ in the Cosmic War’s ‘Us Vs. Them’, earlier sources tended to restrict its use to the 
speaker’s bloodline, as opposed to the entirety of Elemental society. As it would be faintly farcical 
for Sideridis to mourn the loss of a single farm animal relative to his entire planet, the reference most 


likely pertains to House Neutronides. 


B3) The original term in the Neutronide dialect of the Classic High Tongue is one of a few 


whose translation is somewhat obscure, as the Sideridis diaries are its only recorded use in surviving 


texts. It seems to be related to an Old Low Tongue root representing age or antiquity. However, it is 
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highly doubtful that Sideridis should have been discussing the affairs of the farm with a Great Old 
One, whether it be of the faction documented by Lovecraft 1923 and MclIntee 1993, or the pantheon 
described by Hinton & Lane 1994-1995; between the valid possibilities of ‘Elder’ or ‘Old Man,’ we 
have elected to favour the latter, as it appears that the individual to whom Sideridis was alluding was 
not merely a senior member of the Neutronides bloodline, but the House Patrician, a patriarchal 


figure who may have been the closest thing Sideridis ever had to a father. 


[34] 4 number of archaic sources dubiously use the moniker of “High Council” to refer to this 
body, but D. Eco 2281 has shown that this is overwhelmingly likely to stem from an erroneous 


conflation of the L.T.E. power-bloc with the multiversal Consistency Imperium. 


[35] As recovered from the Internet Archive, 
archive.org/details/FractallaxLeakedDataBackup.zip, 17/11/2322. 


36] See A. Twain, ‘The Cactus and the Corpse’ in Horrors of Arcbeatle (Arcbeatle Press, 2023) 


[371 T refer readers wishing to learn more about the culture and mores of the Space Lords from 
lenses other than their relationship to the L.T.E.s — an effort which the Fractallaxians would surely 
welcome, being on record as resenting the shadow cast by their “big siblings” — firstly to the 
writings of A. Twain, particularly those postdating 2024, and secondarily to The Hitchhiker's Guide 
to Fractallax, available by mail order from all reputable book dealerships in the vicinity of Ursa 


Minor. 


38) See O. Akpan, ‘Coincidence Or Conspiracy? An Investigation into the Roots of the 
Defenestration Epidemic Faced by the Meta-Historical Community’ in The New New London Times, 
Vol. 4, #278 (Steller Publishing, 2297) 


32) Such technology was, in fact, available to Earth-based government agencies as early as the 


mid-2060s, making the Space Lord leader’s statement something of an understatement. 


[49] tt is conceivable that the Fractallaxians may have learned of Christmas due to the holiday’s 
largely-unexplained popularity on the pleasure planet of Gendar, which had frequent contact both 
with the Space Lords and the L.T.E.s. However, it is more likely that the original text, in whichever 
language or languages it was expressed, employed a more culturally relevant comparison, and that 
the mention of Christmas represents a localisation choice by the translator of the transcript as it made 
its way into the United Nations dossiers on Fractallax from which the bulk of the contents of the 
great 2276 leak were drawn. It goes without saying that the untranslated original, if it could be 
acquired, would be an invaluable resource, although it seems unlikely, given the by all accounts 
unforeseen nature of the data breach, that the UN translations should contain any actively, 


purposefully misleading editorial decisions, and we consequently elect to treat it as broadly reliable. 
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41) See L. Miles, ‘The Nine Homeworlds’ in The Book of the War (Mad Norwegian Press, 
2002) 


[42] Although it is popularly understood that many more planes of reality than Normal Space 


were ontologically and politically lumped together under the leaderships of the L.T.E.s and registered 
as a single ‘Universe’ with the Council of Frogs, schools of thought differ on the status of 
Hyperspace (also H-Space, Hyper-Space or Hyades-Space). Natives of the dimension appear to have 
oft regarded it as a universe in its own right which had become entangled with the Third due to some 
catastrophe, possibly related to the First Great Rewrite, or Cosmic Genesis; as such it was once 
registered with the Frogs as the Fifth Universe. However, it seems this nomenclature was never 
acknowledged by the L.T.E.s, who steadfastly insisted that Hyperspace was part of their domain — 
as well they might, given that one of their primary transportation vortices was wedged right through 
Hyperspace. The Fractallaxian potentate’s tirade displays skillful ambiguity on which of these points 
of view is being followed; one imagines the status of Hyperspace under Merediah’s Compact was a 


point of considerable legal friction. 


43) See T. Valdram, ‘The Dinosaur in the Snow’ in The Book of the Snowstorm (Arcbeatle 
Press, 2023) 


[441 This dubious translation choice is presumably a play on ‘manpower‘, attempting to 


acknowledge the inherent non-humanity of the L.T.E.s; it should not be read as implying some lack 


of supernatural potency on the part of the L.T.E.s at this point in the Cosmic War. 
[45] The Prime Homeworld, not to be confused with the First Homeworld. 


BS) See J. A. Keith, The Legions of Death (FASA Books, 1986) and A. Twain, ‘The God Who 
Came For Christmas’ in The Book of the Snowstorm (Arcbeatle Press, 2023), among others. 


37) See P, Cornell, The Shadows of Avalon (BBC Books, 2000) 


[48] The First Homeworld, not to be confused with the Prime Homeworld. 
7) See L. Miles, ‘Anchoring of the thread’ in The Book of the War (Mad Norwegian Press, 
2002) 


[5°] Th contrast to most artefacts dating back to this early period of the L.T.E.s’ history, which 
tended to accrue an oft-justified mythical heft over the aeons, these arks appear to have largely been 
regarded largely as old embarrassments by the end of the pre-Revolutionary period — their existence 


is not so much as mentioned in any of the academic curricula for the education of young Sunlings. 


Bu By a number of accounts, these extended family units — loosely federated along lines of 


ancestry and patronages into a limited number of main castes or colleges, each centred around a 
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particularly ancient or powerful “ruling” bloodline which gave its name to the college. These castes 
were traditionally numbered at six, although S. Guerrier’s 2015 overview implies there may have 


been as many as three additional castes, with the ninth being of particular metahistorical interest. 
[52] 
T. Pratchett, Guards! Guards! (Gollancz, 1989) 


[3] The matter of the L.T.E.s’ “warforms” is too broad to be boiled down to any one citation, 
but A. Timony’s remarkably even-handed Lightbringers, Fire-Breathers (Khronos Publishing, 2314) 
deserves particular notice as an overview of the arguments for and against the maximally syncretic 
view which would identify all ‘true’ dragons in universal mythography as transmogrified L.T.E.s 
who survived the Cosmic Revolution, or indeed prior conflicts such as the great Yssgaroth War of 
their early millennia. In my own opinion, the percentage of known dragons who are, on the balance, 
likely to have originated as war-touched Elementals is somewhat greater than 60% and somewhat 


lesser than 90%. Such estimates would naturally need further nuance in any serious study. 


4 Ina mostly symbolic gesture at privacy, journaling guards typically wrote in one or another 
of the approximately five hundred billion languages taught in the typical academician’s curriculum 
— though the average student would be lucky to retain a tenth of that number past graduation, even 
with an augmented memory capacity. This custom makes many of these diaries much easier to 
translate than those, such as Sideridis’s, which were written in the languages of since-erased 
civilisations like the Elementals themselves. In this case, Dionus wrote in Earth’s own Middle 
English, while Susit wrote in Higg, the extinct language of an extinct hominid tribe from the lower 


Vorestican subcontinent of the planet Elmin, located in the 897th Galaxy. 


[55] For obvious reasons, the memoirs of Volusasam vel-Gashani are an exception to this rule, 
but they can hardly be considered a typical example of the form, and indeed the early volumes 
focusing on his career as a guard are widely considered intensely skippable by all but the most ardent 
defenders of Volusa’s literary, as well as historical, significance. Most casual readers who attempt to 
read the book all the way through give up around five hundred and seventy pages into Volume 1, 
when the writer sees fit to inform the reader that hell be done with his first hour on the job in just 


under a million words. 


BS A few recordings purported to constitute the War-era audio diaries of the Eighth Dionus 
surfaced in the 2020s, but their legitimacy has often been called into question; only the pre-War 


diaries of the Sixth Dionus can be definitively identified as trustworthy. 


7] The figure is also allegedly acknowledged in J. Hornby’s 2021 audio drama Eternal Escape, 
but that particular resource has proven increasingly difficult to access by ethical means; the only 
reliable copies in the Plutonian Academy’s archives are actually instances of a similar 2018 text of 


the same name which, oddly enough, did not mention either Dionus or Susit, nor indeed the Cosmic 
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War itself. Of course, some scholars have suggested that the “War edition” of Eternal Escape, if it 
were to be found, might see its relationship to the 2018 draft explained as a result of temporal 
alterations, making it a doubly precious Meta-Historical document, but until such a copy is located, it 


would be foolish to ground the purported existence of Susit in such uncertain evidence. 


[38] As the Cathedral of Time’s subjective dimensions were dissociated from its Christmas- 
bauble-like external shell, its “interior” architecture was of a scale dwarfing any conventional idea of 
a single building, enough to house within it a population of ten billion L.T.E.s or more. When an 


L.T.E.’s diary speaks of a corridor, one would do well to picture a highway with a ceiling on top of it. 


21 Some would regard this detail as evidence against the theory that Dionus is herein 
describing the sight of Susit from many miles away, but in doing so they would overlook the well- 
documented superhuman acuity of L.T.E.s’ eyes. 


[60] The Patrician of House Gashani. 


(61) The Patrician of House Avarna. 


[2] Even for a skillful Time Elemental, creating a body took considerable amounts of energy; 


the exact mechanics are a matter of some controversy among xenobiologists, but it appears that 
individual Lesser Elementals had a limited store of such energy, and no native means of replenishing 
it once it was exhausted; if they could not access an energy source they could metabolise, such as a 
temporal singularity or a large coin collection that had been set on fire (Ed.: Check this), they had no 
recourse to replace a failing “final” physical form but to petition Elemental authorities for a 
transfusion. As early as 2012, Doctor Elizabeth Sandifer highlighted compelling evidence that “this 
[was] not only possible but the sort of thing that [got] handed out as casual payment’. Performing a 
covert mission for the Supreme Being would surely have allowed Susit to qualify for at least forty or 
fifty more lives, making it all the more galling by Dionus’s views that the guardsman was disinclined 
to even ask for them. 


(3) 1 credit Alice Timony for this straightforward translation of the original phrase, which is 


certainly more enlightening than the ingenious, but fairly impenetrable ‘Full Disk’s Closure’ retained 


by earlier translators of this and comparable texts. 


[64] Dionus doubtless means to say: his non-dominant hand, the one not busy holding up his 


own halberd. Given his attitude to recorporation in this selfsame extract, it is improbable that he 


would have persisted in using a body with a missing limb. 
[65] An A.L-assisted count of mentions of Susit’s dreamy eyes in the Dionus diaries yields 


678,456 distinct paragraphs dwelling upon their various attractive qualities throughout the journals. 
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[6] Doubtless a euphemism: see I. Wan Cordell’s seminal and brilliantly witty Archon: When 


Being Ethereal Just Isnt Enough (Dark Loom Publishing, 2301) for a conclusive demonstration that 
the remote, sexless image cultivated among outsiders by the L.T.E.s was a carefully-maintained 
fagade and that even well into the Cosmic War, most houses engaged with almost devotional 
frequency in a variety of recreational bacchanalia and assorted libertine entertainments. This should 
not be construed as contradicting M. Platt’s 1992-1997 inquiries into the desexualised reproductive 
systems employed by the Elementals; indeed the lack of consequences probably contributed to the 
spread of such practices as a simple means of whiling away eternity. Furthermore it is not in doubt 
that at the individual level, Elementals exhibited the same range of sexual and romantic orientations 
as the average humanoid species, including all flavours of asexuality and aromanticism — but this 
obviously did not concern Susit or Dionus. 

fe Marriage was a largely antiquated institution on the Morning Star by the dawn of the 
Cosmic Revolution, though it was still occasionally practised by two vastly different categories of 
L.T.E.s — youthful romantics, and traditionalists trying to broker alliances between bloodlines the 
old-fashioned way. Certain ancient rituals, such as the sharing of life-energy, were also sealed with 
what the oldest records described as a marital kiss, such that the enactment of such a ritual might 
under some legal theories have de jure constituted a marriage ceremony; however, even to the extent 
that such rituals were ever invoked, its symbolic and legal ramifications were more often cautiously 


ignored. 


[68] LTE. texts frequently speak of “the Universe” (when capitalised, an actual if parochial 
toponym for the Third Universe rather than a mere descriptor) as something external to their own 
home. One gets a sense that the writers wished to give the impression that they looked down upon it 
from above, if not from outside. See I. Wan Cordell, ‘How Temporal Were The Lords Temporal?, in 
Palimpsest Vol. 9 No. 12 (Khronos Publishing, 2297) for a reflection on the degree to which this 
should be understood as an affectation akin to the religious disdain for “worldly” matters, as opposed 
to a literal statement painting the Cathedral as substantially being located “outside” reality on a 


dimensional level. 


[9] Susit’s words evidently refer to the loose telepathic network into which all orthodox L.T.E.s 
residing within the Cathedral were patched. This little-studied subject is also touched upon in Baker 
& Martin, The Invisible Enemy (BBC1, 1977), shockingly not a work bearing any relationship to the 
study of Adversarial Motivation, wherein which it is suggested that an elite millennium of 
Elementals had the means to directly call upon one another’s collective brainpower. This figure 
roughly corresponds to the Third, Second and First Spheres; Dionus’s status as a guard, i.e. of the 


Fifth Sphere or lower, explains his status as a mere “listener”. 
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29) See A, Twain, “The Cactus and the Corpse’ in Horrors of Arcbeatle (Arcbeatle Press, 2023). 
It is noteworthy that Dionus and Susit seem to have been casually aware of the ex-Tribune’s role in 
the murder of the last normal Supreme Being, which had originally been pinned solely on his 
accomplice and puppet-master. It may be that the latter deliberately set the record straight after his 
return to the Prime Homeworld, and that the information then filtered through to other Morning Star 


variants. 


ZI tt is somehow comforting to think that the Last Major Space-Time Rewrite was already the 


cause of such frustrations for its contemporaries, and not merely for us humble post-hoc historians. 


(22) Tracking the succession lines of Elemental leadership following the implementation of the 


Multiplication’s scheme is an almost entirely hopeless endeavour, particularly in this case; Presidents 
Felixian I and Felixian II predated the great planetary bifurcation, and at least fourteen distinct 
Supreme Beings on as many recorded variants of the Morning Star would go on to assume leadership 
under the regnal name of “Felixian IIT” before the end of the War. 


Which of them were mere namesakes, and which of them were extrapolated simulacra of the 
same root individuals, is the essence of the puzzle, further complicated by the matter of bodily 
recorporation: even the most radical discrepancies in physical appearance do not preclude any two 
Felixians having started out as variants of the same pre-bifurcation Elemental. Readers interested in 
this area of controversy should consult the minutes of the Felixian III Society’s third, fourth, and 
seventh conferences with particular attention; all are available upon request from the Plutonian 


Academy’s department of records. 


The Felixian HI of the Third Homeworld, however, is one of the better-known Felixian IIIs, 
with the winged, feline appearance of his second incarnation and the distinctive draconic body 
adopted by his third incarnation both being unique among recorded Felixians. It was this Third 
Felixian III, and no other, who was slain by a Knight of the Nosferatu in the twenty-third Yeap of the 
War. 


23) See ‘Timeships’ in The Book of the War (Mad Norwegian Press, 2002) 


24) Elemental texts infrequently reference L.T.E.s’ ability to fly under their own mental power, 


to the point that some laypeople have sometimes questioned whether the skill was indeed as 
widespread as the Meta-Historical consensus suggests. This casual turn of phrase stands as one of 
many scattered pieces of evidence showing that the Elementals simply viewed their ability to levitate 


as not bearing comment. 


[25] The meta-historically proper way to refer to the force of attraction exerted by concentrated 


mass on other objects has recently become a subject of some controversy. We must believe, however, 
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that the most recent time-interventionist’s claim that they were “putting things right” was well- 
founded, however clumsy their methods, and that the imperfectly-restored word of “gravity” was 
indeed the term originally coined by Sir Isaac Mewton (or Mr Isaac Mewton, as then was). The less 
said about the short-lived “gevity” interregnum, evidently creditable to Epsilon the Watcher or one of 
his followers, the better. 


ZS] One of the more endearing cultural traits of the L.T.E.s is that they appear to have lived the 
entire span of their billion-year existence under the earnest impression that the rest of the Universe 


admired and envied them their shoulder-pads, their collars and their skull-caps. 


(22) Although the popular claim that the L.T.E.s invented chess appears to have always 
amounted to an urban legend, they had certainly developed a predilection for the game by the 
outbreak of the Cosmic War, particularly four-dimensional chess and other similarly overdesigned 
variants; reports of L.T.E.s playing 4-D chess include J. A. Keith, The Iytean Menace (FASA, 1985) 
and W. Gray, Games (Marvel Comics UK, 1992), among many others. 


[78] See H. P. Lovecraft, ‘The Dunwich Horror’ in Weird Tales Vol. 13, No. 4 (Popular Fiction 
Publishing Co., 1929). 


(22) Evidently, the aforementioned obliviousness of the average Elemental regarding the 


drawbacks of their traditional sartorial canons was not wholly universal. 


[801 See for example Z. Chroma, Auteur, Dionus, Urizen: Rule #1 As A Species-Wide Trait 
(Khronos Publishing, 2181), which put forward the argument that a high percentage of prominent 
L.T.E.s were compulsive liars. This naturally slotted within Doctor Chroma’s overall claim that 
Meta-Archaeology was a significantly more reliable way to get at the truth than picking through 
written primary sources. 

$1) Needless to say that however sensible the choice to use a Guard as a guide might have been, 
the decision to send them along as the three aliens’ sole escorts remained politically unorthodox at 
best. 


[82] After millions of years of continuous service beneath the notice of the higher Spheres, it is 
unsurprising that their cheerful jargon should have developed into what one might very well be 
forgiven for describing as a language in its own right. Ever since The Book of the War (Mad 
Norwegian Press, 2002), it has become relatively well-known that guards and technicians referred to 
the singularity beneath the Cathedral, and to the machinery used to monitor it, as a kind of “womb” 
— but bowdlerising 20th century translators’ disingenuous practice of rendering it as the Latin term 
has largely succeeded in obscuring the caustic immodesty of the phrase; it must be understood, for 


example, that even cruder terms related to female anatomy were used in conjunction with the 


* EEE abOOk converter DEMO Watermarks******* 


“womb” to reference the cavernous stone passages through which an adept might penetrate into the 


core of the space-time singularity. 


Moreover, even this particular term appears to have only gained wider prominence after 
propagating to even the highest members of Elemental society. Other, equally satirical names, such as 
‘the Kennel of Truth’ [sic] for the central offices of one of the more prominent new-blood houses, 
were never nearly so widespread, though a few of them are occasionally found in the giddy graffiti of 
even the highest-born academy students. There may be some scholarly interest and even some 
entertainment value in the compilation of a full dictionary of the irreverent toponymy, and related 
items of patois, recorded among the Cathedral Guard by the time of the Cosmic Revolution. Such an 


effort, however, would once again exceed the bounds of the present study. 


[83] Also referenced at an earlier point in Susit’s own account of his return from the Tyrant- 
hunting mission, “the Docks” have not been formally identified; before the Revolutionary era led to 
the normalisation of mobile G.T.E. manifestations, many L.T.E. families maintained private docking 
bays for inactive timeforms, as did a number of government organisations both public and covert. It 
is most likely that the ones used by Susit in his mission were the Presidential Docks; this would have 
made some degree of sense as a final destination for the scenic tour, putatively allowing the 
diplomatic corps to proceed directly from there to the Supreme Being’s throne-room or one of his 


private offices. 


(841 This concern with "efficiency" makes the occasional conflation of this Black Knight with 


M. Master's more humanistic (if one might use that term) General Xenol problematic, particularly if 
one considers the evidence in documents related to the so-called 'Multiverse Wars' that records of 
Xenol's ‘Second Empire Universe’ should not actually be understood as applying to the Third 
Universe. 

85] Dionus very much did not write that the pocket actually contained such a gun. It is well- 
documented that some Elementals dabbled in the art of pocket transcendentalism, although accounts 
differ on whether this was an extension of the L.T.E.s’ own arts of dimensional manipulation, as one 
might naively suppose, or else (as L. Miles 1997, among others, would have it) a bluntly magical 
technique, developed by some posthuman zen master or the like, and imported to the Cathedral by 
one or another of the species’ minority of roving bohemians, the secret thereafter passed down at the 


academies from one teenage would-be rebel to another. 


[86] Though far more complex on the inside, the exteriors of these 60-forms had been designed 


to resemble actual Earth-style sailing ships, befitting crafts designed to brave the temporal shoals. 


87] This epithet is no one’s idea of a compliment, but — at the risk of slightly anticipating the 


revelation of the ambassadors’ identity within the Dionus diary, which struck me as too carefully- 
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managed to spoil in good conscience — to appreciate the full power of the insult from the Black 
Knight’s point of view, one would do well to remember the acute, fundamental germaphobia which 
characterised his people from their earliest days. 


(88) Such language and behaviour might seem uncharacteristic of the kindly physician Dionus 
has come to be in the current palimpsest, but it must be remembered that this record documents him 
as he was two lifetimes before, long prior to his desertion from the L.T.E.s’ military; in fact we are 
here dealing with the very man who would go on to volunteer to join that military, whatever qualities 
he might already have possessed. Though all is fair is love and war, in war and love there are no 


innocents. 


[82] Not to be confused with the aforementioned Lovecraft-McIntee Great Old Ones or with the 
Hinton-Lane Great Old Ones, the Auld Ones (other spellings exist) were a particular elder race who 
escaped erasure in the Cosmic Genesis by fleeing into Hyper-Space. There, they resumed their idle 
pastime of forcing whole civilisations into nuclear apocalypse scenarios for fun and profit, warping 
the peoples of various hyper-planets into mutated mockeries of their former selves. The Hyperspace 
Tyrants are generally thought to have originated as one of these “experiments”, although to their mild 
embarrassment it is not clear that the particular group which eventually rebelled against the Auld 
Ones and achieved what the L.T.E.s could not was in fact the same planetary strain of mutants from 
which the currently-active force of spacefaring Tyrants is descended. It goes without saying that if 
other, highly Tyrant-like species once existed on nearby planets within Hyper-Space, they would 
have been wiped out to the last long before “our” Tyrants dared to make themselves known to the 
wider, normal-space Universe. 

2°) See L. Miles, A Labyrinth of Histories (BBV Productions, 2004) 

?1I The debate yet rages as to whether the Hyperspace Tyrants’ much-vaunted “shifts” actually 
employed technology comparable to the “shifting” of natural shifters such as Jenny Everywhere, or 
were simply coincidentally named. The Tyrants’ interest in duplicating the dimensional technology 
of yet another faction, as evidenced by their theft of Fractallaxian Void Ship schematics, may 


represent circumstantial evidence for the plagiarism theory. 


[2] This is the only point in all his written digressions at which Dionus makes explicit this 


concern, but it must have weighed heavily on his mind, and though it does not suffice to explain his 
subsequent enlistment into the military, which was indubitably partially motivated by genuine 
patriotic indoctrination, it does help to contextualise it. Although the Tyrants incident might not have 
been Dionus’s literal last day on the job, the lack of a further volume of his guardsman diaries is 
proof enough that his career did not last much further beyond this point. 


23) some might argue that the statement is pleonastic in itself; Tyrannical History was ever one 


of the trickiest subfields within Meta-History, and becomes incrementally more difficult the closer 
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one gets to the Tyrants’ involvement in the Great Cosmic War — whether before or after. However 
difficult the study of Elemental history, it does not (usually) entail a risk of assassination by agents of 
the study’s subjects, suffering from a maniacal belief that their particular palimpsest is the “superior” 


state of the timeline and that all other known variants must be erased from the record. 


24] In this it is hardly unique, merely particularly outrageous. See for example ‘War 
Predictions: The Rivera Manuscript’ in The Book of the War (Mad Norwegian Press, 2002). 


5) An act of targeted erasure, distinct from the Last Major Space-Time Rewrite itself and its 
fairly sloppy mass-erasure of L.T.E.s from the continuum, would best fit the evidence, but it is 
difficult, from the available evidence, to guess who might have been motivated to carry out such a 


temporal hit-job on Susit of all people, particularly without also targeting Dionus. 


[26] By most accounts, even after their final body became unusable, L.T.E.s’ spirits remained 
embedded within their remains and had to be separated manually, whereupon it was taken down into 
the deeper reaches of the Cathedral, and finally deposited via a funerary chute into the heart of the 
space-time singularity. This likely started as a merely practical measure, preventing the Eternal City 
from becoming overrun with an excess of ghosts by reliably and thoroughly disposing of them, but 
under the leadership of Urizen’s disembodied mind, it is known that the discorporated L.T.E.s used 
their own mental powers to generate a simulated block-transfer environment within the anomalous 
void — a self-sustaining virtual afterlife which the still-living L.T.E.s came to tolerate and even help 
maintain, as it provided a useful interface for drawing data from the historical web without having to 


themselves venture out into the void. 


Only scattered references in personal journals, including Susit’s, confirm that the common 
Elemental was at all inclined to think of this realm as a genuine underworld or ‘beyond’; at least in 
writing, the artificial reality was more often construed as little more than a conventional digital 
projection — a comically simplistic analogy which bespeaks the L.T.E.s’ wider unease with the true 
nature of the Cathedral “womb”, also evident in their tendency to treat the anomaly as synonymous 
with the machinery used to monitor and contain it, thus painting a deceitful picture of the overall 


structure as a mundane supercomputer with an unusual user interface. 


271 The term of “key” should not be taken to imply the kind of dented rod which human culture 
associates with the idea of such an object; in fact, because most Elemental engineering was five- 
dimensional in nature or higher, they favoured multi-dimensional ‘keys’ which took the form of 
enfolded hypercubes, able to ‘slot‘ into invisible enfoldments of space-time. The Greater Key, which 
only sporadically manifested in the form of a thin silver rod, and was used to activate a complex 


destructive algorithm which had been encoded into the meta-structure of Time itself, is perhaps the 
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most notorious example of this design trend, but by no means atypical; see the third appendix of O. 
K. Walderstein, Who Still Possesses the Greater Key (Khronos Publishing, 2317). 


B81 4 simplification, of course, but not a wholly unwarranted one. It would have been 
interesting to know which of the two rival spellings was used in the emergency broadcast, but Susit 


unfortunately did not say. 
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